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Abstract 
This thesis is devoted to exploring the empowerment capacity of subaltern groups by the 
Internet in contemporary China. The case I select for study is a Bulletin Board System 
(BBS) called Gandanxiangzhao Forum which is set up by a group of Hepatitis B Virus 
(HBV) carriers in China. This group faces many restrictions and misunderstandings in 
seeking employment, education and marriage. So the Forum was established in order to 
eliminate these acts and perceptions of inequality. 
Using subaltern public sphere as my core analytical concept, I will discuss the Forum's 
empowerment of HBV carriers at two levels, one being the discursive level, the other 
being the collective action level. Discursive empowerment means sustaining a subaltern 
public sphere with an alternative discourse about HBV issue and making the subaltern 
group realise their subordinate social positions. Empowerment by collective action refers 
to the collective action coordinated by the Forum in order to transform the relationships 
between the Forum's participants and its external players, i.e. the state, the market and 
the mass media and to sustain the Forum's independence. 
This study finds that the Internet brings both disruption and continuity to the existing 
structures. The subaltern group is empowered by going online but the extent of 
empowerment is limited due to the lack of a robust civil society. With the further 
development of Chinese civil society the empowerment capacity of Internet on the 
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Since the advent and wide use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
from the 1990s, research about the impact of ICTs on society has proliferated. After the 
earlier tide of optimism and later wave of pessimism subsided, researchers have come to 
realize that the impact of ICTs depends more on the people making use of them and the 
way they are made use of rather than the technologies' own characteristics, as 
exemplified by the development of the conception of digital divide (Castells，1999; 
Wilhelm, 2000; Atton, 2004; Jackson et. al, 2004). Of all the research on the social 
impact of ICTs, one aspect that triggered most scholarly interests is the implications of 
ICTs for socially subordinated groups. My research, devoted to exploring the capacity of 
the Internet in empowering subaltern groups in the Chinese social context, also belongs 
to this aspect. 
Subaltern groups, firstly making into the literature in Gramsci's Prison Notebooks 
(1992)，refers to the groups which are subordinated by the ruling groups of the society 
and made silent by the hegemony manufactured by the ruling groups. Though developed 
from Gramsci's works, subaltern studies are more related to discourse and narrative 
analysis and historical studies. As an important arena in postcolonial studies, subaltern 
studies are more devoted to retelling stories from the subaltern groups' perspective than 
to mapping their struggles to regain consciousness and empower themselves (Guha, 
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1982-1989; O'Hanlon, 1988; Prakash, 1994). These subaltern groups are mostly 
subordinated because of their race/ethnicity, religion and gender. 
In my research, I would adopt the original meaning of the term "subaltern" as the subject 
subordinated and silenced because of certain characteristics in any kind of social 
relations. Although race/ethnicity, religion, gender and sexual orientations are the main 
modalities of subaltern groups that have attracted most researchers' attention (Morin & 
Guelke, 1998)，pathological conditions in specific contexts can also become a modality 
for a subaltern group. HIV/AIDS patients are good examples because they face stigma 
due to their pathological status (Lupton, 1999). 
Empowerment literally means bringing power to powerless groups. For Gramsci, the 
subaltern groups could only change their subordinate positions by firstly regaining 
consciousness of their subordinate social positions and then organizing and representing 
themselves (Green, 2002: 19). In Gramsci's view the subaltern groups get empowered in 
the process of organizing and representing themselves, whereas later theorists, such as 
Spivak, disagree and point out that if the subaltern groups do organize and represent 
themselves, they are assimilated into the "long road to hegemony" (Green, 2002; Spivak, 
1999:310). This is the dilemma a subaltern group has to face in their efforts to empower 
themselves. 
Before I elaborate on the theory I would adopt to study such empowerment, I would like 
to briefly introduce the case I have chosen for my whole research first. The subaltern 
2 
group I will examine is the group of Hepatitis B Virus (HBV) carriers. Similar to the 
subaltern group of HIV/AIDS patients, the HBV carriers group is also made subaltern 
because of their common pathological condition. The HBV carriers, though accounting 
for 9.75% of the population in China (Dai & Qi, 1996:39)，i.e. over 120 million, have 
been imposed many restrictions since the 1990s. From my preliminary observations, 
restrictions on HBV carriers come mainly from three aspects, i.e. employment, 
education and marriage. Wide existence of compulsory HBV test during both 
recruitments for jobs and for potential students not only leaked the privacy of the 
carriers' pathological status to public, but also poses many obstacles before the carriers 
to get a satisfactory job or a decent education, considering that many employers and 
educational institutions, especially those with a large pool of applicants, refuse to intake 
carriers because of long-time misconception towards HBV. Obstacles in marriage are 
also the result of chronic prejudice and misunderstanding of the HBV by the general 
public and are only the reflections of the affected social life of HBV carriers in China. 
HBV carriers qualify as a subaltern group not only because they are subordinated on the 
ground of a common group characteristic, i.e. their pathological conditions, but also 
because they were silenced. This is partly the consequence of the fact that few of them 
were equipped with the consciousness of their real conditions before and accepted the 
restrictions as granted and partly the result of the fact that even those who have realized 
their conditions could not have their voices heard by other parts of the society through 
the mass media controlled by the ruling groups in society, i.e. the political and economic 
elites who gain interests through the restrictions upon HBV carriers. But the spread of 
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the Internet has changed and is changing this situation. More and more HBV carriers 
start to reflect on their current conditions and possible solutions. They start to repudiate 
the restrictions upon them as unjustified discriminations, have their voices heard by 
going online and creating their own online discursive spaces, and initiate and coordinate 
collective actions to demand equal rights as non-HBV carriers by mainly using the 
Internet. 
Among the most prominent websites for HBV carriers is a Bulletin Board System (BBS) 
called Gandanxiangzhao Forum (肝膽相照論壇,hereon referred to as the Forum, URL: 
bbs.hbvhbv.com). The Forum, literally meaning baring one's guts and being completely 
honest to each other, refers to the symbolic meaning that “in the hepatitis B camp we are 
on the same boat", as in Chinese "gut" and "liver" are the same character. It is praised as 
the spiritual home for HBV carriers. Thus the Forum poses a good case for me to 
explore how its users, one kind of subaltern groups in the Chinese society, could make 
use of the Internet and empower themselves. As the base for HBV carriers in China, the 
Forum has provided not only spaces for articulating alternative voices from HBV 
carriers but also space for mobilizing and coordinating actions to dismiss the restrictions 
imposed upon HBV carriers. 
Three approaches could be identified as existing in the studies on the empowerment by 
the Internet. One is mainly on the social psychological level, about how the use of the 
Internet could empower Internet users by providing social support such as emotional 
support and opportunities for socialization (Otani, 1999; Matei, 2004; Korp, 2005). 
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Such studies are mainly on the traditionally marginalized social groups such as senior 
citizens, the disabled and single mothers. Another approach virtual community approach 
where alternative identity and subculture could survive (Wu, 1999; Zhang, 2002; 
Siddiquee & Kagan，2006). A vast body of studies within this approach deals with the 
homosexual communities in cyberspace which have reinforced or forged a collective 
identity among its participants which run against mainstream identity (Yang, 2000; 
Chung, 2004; Nip, 2004). Still another approach is the networking approach, 
exemplified by the studies on the Zapatista guerrillas and global protesters over various 
issues such as environmentalists, on how the Internet could effectively mobilize the 
resources of its users all over the world, overcoming the geographic obstacles (Johnston, 
2000; Bennett, 2003a; Bennett, 2003b; Garrett, 2006; Pickard, 2006). But for my 
research object I think the concept of subaltern public sphere would be a more 
appropriate analytical tool considering both the consciousness-raising aspect and the 
organizing aspect. 
Although the bulk of studies on the Internet and public sphere concentrate on the 
question of whether the Internet could sustain a public sphere, few studies specifically 
examine the subaltern public sphere in cyberspace, and even fewer discuss the topic in 
the Chinese context. Although some research has been done on the empowerment by 
public sphere, they deal mostly with the possibility of identity formation and virtual 
community, exemplified by the studies on the homosexual communities in the 
cyberspace (Yang, 2000; Nip, 2004). In my case of the Forum is different. What makes 
the Forum distinct from other online discussion boards because it may empower its 
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participants not only by sustaining the alternative discourse circulating within it but also 
by mobilizing and coordinating collective action demanding abolishment of measures 
imposing restriction upon HBV carriers. The two aspects are closely intertwined and 
complementary to each other. Therefore I will make use of the subaltern public sphere 
concept to assess not only if and how the Forum functions as a subaltern public sphere 
for a subaltern group but also how the Forum could stimulate collective action better 
sustain a subaltern public sphere. The first aspect corresponds with the need to force the 
subaltern group members to realize their true social conditions while the second 
corresponds with the need for the subaltern group members to organize themselves to 
alter the existing conditions. 
Despite the HBV carrier group's huge number and the unfair treatments imposed upon 
them in China since the early 1990s，few scholarly attentions have been dedicated to this 
issue. Unlike HIV/AIDS issue which has been receiving attentions all over the world 
and the Chinese government is attaching increasing importance to this issue partly as the 
result of international pressure, the wide and severe restrictions upon HBV carriers is a 
phenomenon specific in Mainland China. The society has only begun to notice the issue 
since 2003 and academic research on the issue is few and mostly from legal perspectives 
(Yin & Li，2004; Pan & Pan, 2005; Huang, 2006). Whilest my research is designed to 
examine not only the reasons behind the existence of HBV issue but also how the 
subaltern group reacts with the help of the Internet. Theoretically, this research examines 
the applicability of the concept of the subaltern public sphere in the Chinese cyberspace 
and the ability to sustain a subaltern public sphere in Chinese cyberspace. Furthermore 
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since public sphere is only a part of and one reflection of civil society and the 
development of a public sphere is closely intertwined with the civil society it is 
embedded in, the case study may also contribute to more general understandings about 
the role of the Internet in the processes of development of a robust civil society in China. 
Therefore, my first focus in the research is on the alternative discourse within the Forum. 
I will firstly examine how the discourse reconstructs the HBV issue by providing the 
counter information and images against the widely accepted knowledge in mass media 
and the mass society. Then I will proceed to examine how the discourse mobilizes the 
users of the Forum into collective action after reconstructing the HBV issue. The other 
focus of my research, after discussing the discourse of the Forum, is the collective action 
demanding equal rights as non-HBV carriers. The collective action, mobilized and 
coordinated by the Forum, is directed to counter the three forces behind the formation of 
the restrictions imposed upon the HBV carriers, i.e. the state issuing regulations and 
laws containing restrictions upon HBV carriers, the market unwilling to employ the 
HBV carriers and financing advertisements on HBV, and the mass media carrying 
misleading advertisements and reports on HBV. What deserves special attention is that 
the three external factors are at the same time the external players in the 4-factor-
relationship involving the subaltern public sphere, dominant public sphere, the state and 
the market. In the book Activism in the Public Sphere, Wayne Clark (2000: 11-12) 
pointed out that in order to examine the discourses within public sphere, it is important 
to examine the external structure of the public sphere under which the deliberations of 
the public sphere take place since such external structure would greatly influence the 
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quality of deliberation and the participants who would get involved into discussions. As 
a result the observed collective actions from the Forum are not only passive reactions to 
the three parties' attempts to influence the alternative discourse of the Forum, more 
importantly they may also be understood as active resistance from the subaltern group 
against the treatments from external players and they are with a clear goal of social 
change. 
The layout of my thesis is as follows. Since the first chapter is the introduction, the 
second chapter is devoted to reviewing literature about the public sphere theory and 
especially the application of the concept in China. After reviewing relevant literature, I 
will frame my research questions and decide the research methods in Chapter Three. A 
brief overview of the Forum will be given in Chapter Four. Chapters Five and Six will 
respectively discuss the two foci of my research，i.e. the discursive empowerment and 
empowerment by collective action. Conclusions and further implications will be drawn 
in Chapter Seven. 
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2 Literature Review 
Subaltern public sphere is the key concept in my research. Viewing the Forum as the 
discursive space for HBV carriers group to come together and the cradle for ensuing 
collective actions, I firstly need to trace the history of the concept of "public sphere", 
locate the category of the modality of the public sphere I am concerned, and examine the 
quartered relationship in which the subaltern public sphere is embedded. Then I will 
review the public sphere in the Chinese context, the subaltern groups in contemporary 
China and the subaltern public sphere in Chinese cyberspace. 
2.1 Subaltern Public Sphere 
2.1.1 Public Sphere: Liberal Model 
Firstly put forward in Habermas's epochal and seminal work, The Structural 
Transformation of Public Sphere, the concept of public sphere has gone through much 
adaptations and elaborations hitherto. The term public sphere has dual meanings in 
Habermas's works. Generally the Habermasian public sphere is the discursive space 
where people can come into, express their ideas and reach a consensus through rational-
critical debate. Public sphere has multiple variations with bourgeois public sphere the 
mostly discussed among them. Specifically in Habermas's book, the public sphere refers 
to the bourgeois public sphere. It emerged from saloons and coffee houses in the 
and 18th century in France, through people's face-to-face discussions and the mediations 
of the print press. The rise of the public sphere came as the result of trade economy and 
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the depersonalization of state. The collapse of the public sphere was also the result of the 
development of economy and the state. The Habermasian public sphere collapsed and 
was re-feudalized later because the commercialization of the mass media disrupted the 
base for this public and equal exchange of the print press and the development of 
welfare state endowed too much power to the state and colonized the private sphere, 
leaving no place for public sphere (Habermas, 1989) 
Putting forward four criteria for an ideal public sphere, i.e. universal access which allow 
all social members to enter into the public sphere, disregard for outside rank which 
requires all participants bracketing their status differences and acting as equal peers, 
independence from state power, and rational debates until a consensus is reached (Fraser， 
1992), Habermas largely talks about the concept of public sphere in an ideal form and he 
devotes most of his discussions to the public sphere in specific meaning, i.e. the 
bourgeois one, although himself has distinguished different forms of public spheres such 
as the bourgeois one versus the plebeian one (Huang, 1993). 
Public sphere is the place where people could come together and form consensus or even 
redefine the legitimacy of an issue. So it was formed in opposition to the state. "For 
Habermas, the public sphere embodies two challenges. First, it presents a challenge to 
state authority. It is a mechanism by which critical public opinion is created as a check 
on state policies. Second, the public sphere presents a challenge to private interests" by 
requiring discussions confined to common good and go beyond personal interests 
(Pulver, 2004:2). But the demise of public sphere in Habermas's accounts illustrates that 
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the public sphere would lose its emancipatory ability if it fails to resist the 
commercialization by the economic market or the close scrutiny and manipulation by the 
state authority. Even Habermas himself, though has largely idealized this concept, 
admits that public sphere is a socially and historically specific phenomenon. 
2.1.2 Criticism on Unitary Public Sphere 
The Habermasian public sphere, though a breakthrough in theorizing the democratic 
base of modern society, encounters some serious attacks from later theorists. 
As said by Fraser (1992:116)，the revisionist historiography attacked Habermas's 
romancism towards the public sphere as the basis for democracy and gave out a much 
darker view of the public sphere than that emerged from Habermas's studies. While the 
public sphere in Habermasian sense is a Utopian liberal model, which presupposes that 
public sphere is a discursive space for all members of the society and is necessarily a 
democratic arena, the revisionist historicians argue that the Habermasian public sphere is 
only a public sphere for white bourgeois male, excluding women, underclass and other 
races since those who had the time and money to go salons and coffee shops regularly 
and who were literate enough to discuss public spheres were mainly white men in 
bourgeois class. In a Gramscian moral, they attack the official bourgeois public sphere 
from Habermas's studies as an "institutional site for the construction of the consent that 
defines the new, hegemonic mode of domination" (Fraser, 1992:117). 
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The public sphere for revisionist historiography is on the pessimistic end while the 
Habermasian public sphere is on the optimistic end. The feminism theorists and black 
American study scholars, unlike both of the two above, hold a view between them, 
neither equalling public sphere to democracy nor viewing the public sphere as an 
instrument of domination. Also their criticism of the public sphere is among the most 
important and most relevant to my research. 
In Eraser's important chapter of Rethinking the Public Sphere in 1992, she points out 
four shortcomings of the Habermasian public sphere, i.e. the bracketing of status 
differentials for public sphere participants as if they are equal, the conception that a 
unitary public sphere is always preferable to a nexus of multiple public spheres, the 
restrictions on discussions in public sphere to common goods at the expense of private 
interests, and the requirement for a sharp separation between the civil society and the 
state for a functioning democratic public sphere (Fraser, 1992). 
2.1.3 Subaltern Public Sphere 
Furthering Habermas's unfinished distinction of public spheres into a bourgeois public 
sphere and a plebeian public sphere, Fraser has shown that "a multiplicity of publics is 
preferable to a single public sphere" (Fraser, 1992: 137). This development provides 
alternative publics for subaltern groups of the society. The multiple public spheres 
resolve the issue of universal access by providing different groups with different public 
spheres to access. And by excluding the possibility of all of the society members in the 
same public sphere, topics of discussions need no longer be confined to those of 
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common interests to the whole society. This is also a challenge to Haberaias's 
prerequisite for a liberal public sphere that the deliberations within it must be confined 
to common interests and private interests should be excluded, with Fraser proposing that 
"the pre-assumed distinctions between the common good and the private interests can be 
used as a means of domination" (Pulver, 2004:8). Thus the issues representing 
"specificity in relation to gender, race，sexuality, ethnicity and other axes of difference" 
should also enter the sphere so long as they are meaningful for one specific group (Asen, 
2000:429). As a result subaltern public spheres as "parallel discursive arenas where 
members of subordinated groups invent and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn 
permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and 
needs" (Fraser, 1997:81). While the dominant public sphere provides discursive space 
for dominant groups of the society, the subaltern public spheres are designed for 
subaltern groups. And the existence of the subaltern public sphere per se is a kind of 
resistance by the subaltern groups against dominance. 
In Eraser's view, the emancipatory potential of subaltern public sphere resides precisely 
in the dialectic relations between two functions, one as “spaces of withdrawal and 
regroupment", the other as "bases and training grounds for agitational activities directed 
toward wider publics". This reflects her idea that the subaltern public sphere is 
necessarily a counterpublic "insofar as these arenas are publics, they are by definition 
not enclaves, which is not to deny that they are often involuntarily enclaved" (Fraser, 
1992:124). 
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Furthering Eraser's argument, Squire divides the subaltern public sphere into three 
modalities, i.e. the enclave public sphere, the counter public sphere and the satellite 
public sphere (Squire, 2002). The enclave public sphere could be seen as the initial stage 
of a subaltern public sphere. With few available resources the enclave public sphere has 
to confine to itself for fear of oppressions from outside, while the counter public sphere 
would actively seek connections with other public spheres, be it dominant or subaltern, 
intentionally "publicize alternative interpretations of identities, interests, and needs" to 
the whole society and demand their rights (Asen, 2000:429). But Squire disagrees with 
Fraser by putting forth the idea of satellite public sphere, which seeks to separate itself 
from other public spheres not as the result of fear of oppression but by its own choice in 
order to maintain its strong group identity. 
2.1.4 Criteria for Subaltern Public Sphere 
There are several criteria that could be derived from Habermas' works. Universal access, 
equality among participants, rationality of discussion, the topics being common good, 
and consensus reached are the ones with common agreement. But those criteria are for a 
unitary public sphere and they should differ from those for the subaltern public sphere of 
a particular subaltern group. 
The most important difference is that usually subaltern public spheres allow topics and 
information that cannot be discussed and mentioned in other public spheres, especially 
in the dominant public sphere. The topics also are not required to be common good for 
the whole society but only need to be of interest to the particular subaltern group. The 
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information and thus the discourse circulating within the subaltern public sphere could 
contradict that in other public spheres. This altemativity of topics discussed and 
information provided in subaltern public spheres is exactly where the subaltemity of the 
public sphere lies and how the subaltern group could possibility resist against dominance. 
Therefore I will take the altemativity as the uppermost criterion for a subaltern public 
sphere. 
In most studies, the critical rational discussion generated in public sphere is the basis for 
democracy. This is basically a modem conception and thus has come under fierce 
attacks from postmodernism which, exempted by Lyotard, questions whether rationality 
is the foundation for democracy. Felski (1989) finds that "not only rationality, but also 
the affective experience can contribute to the constructing of the women public sphere" 
by reviewing feminist literature (Zhang, 2003:15). Similarly, Negt and Kluge (1993) in 
their studies of proletarian public sphere also insist that public sphere should be "defined 
as a horizon for the organization of social experience" which "offers forms of solidarity 
and reciprocity that are grounded in a collective experience of marginalization and 
expropriation, but these forms are inevitably experienced as mediated" and “subject to 
discursive conflict and negotiation" (Hansen, 1993: xxxvi). Therefore, critical rationality, 
though highly desirable, is not taken in my research as the only and a necessary 
precondition for a subaltern public sphere. Self-narrative narrating personal experiences 
could also qualify as the discourse within subaltern public sphere. 
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Moreover, the universal access is no longer required so long as the sphere is accessible 
to the members of the subaltern group. Similarly the equality is now required among the 
members of the same subaltern public sphere which are much easier to reach within a 
particular subaltern group than within the whole society. 
To summarize, the criteria for public sphere have undergone many changes since 
Habermas put forward the four criteria for an ideal public sphere in the unitary public 
sphere context. For a subaltern public sphere in the context of multiple public spheres, 
the criteria are as following. The altemativity of the discourse dominant in the discursive 
space is a must, which requires it to be necessarily different from discourses in other 
discursive spaces. The rationality in discussion is not the only and an indispensable 
requirement for qualifying as a public sphere although it is still highly desirable. Instead 
the self-narrative as a type of discourse could also lead to the sustaining of subaltern 
public sphere. The accessibility and equality are required only within a specific subaltern 
group instead of for the whole society. 
2.1.5 External Parties 
In Habermas’s account, public sphere is the place where people could come together and 
form consensus or even redefine the legitimacy of an issue. So it was formed in 
opposition to the state and the market. But the demise of public sphere in Habermas's 
accounts illustrates that the public sphere would lose its emancipatory ability if it is 
commercialized by the economic activities or closely scrutinized by the state authority. 
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Further for the subaltern public sphere, since it is called subaltern because of there exists 
a dominant one, the dominant public sphere is one more factor that has influence on the 
subaltern one. Therefore the subaltern public sphere is embedded in a quartered 
relationship against the state, the market and the dominant public sphere. Besides 
checking state's power and market force, the subaltern public sphere also has to provide 
alternative space for subaltern groups to discuss alternative topics and the whole 
discourse of the subaltern public sphere should be alternative to the dominant one. 
But if any concrete social change are to be achieved and any influences are to be exerted, 
only alternative discourse is not enough to achieve any concrete social change because 
the counter discourse generated in subaltern public sphere could be readily dismissed 
and ignored by dominant social groups as insignificant and irrelevant. Thus collective 
actions are needed. As a result the subaltern public sphere empowers its participants by 
both alternative discourse and ensuing collective action mobilized by the alternative 
discourse. 
2.1.6 Public Sphere in the Cyberspace 
In the field of studies on cyberspace, there were hot debates as to the possibility for the 
Internet to sustain public sphere. The early stage debates are more to discuss the 
possibility of a Habermasian public sphere in the cyberspace, with few noting that there 
may be possibility for the cyberspace to sustain public spheres. The focus of those 
debates is the possibility deliberative rationality in cyberspace. Opponents, imbued by 
the postmodernism spirits, argue that the Internet is basically a postmodern product 
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displaying much postmodern characteristics, while the public sphere is basically a 
modem idea closely linked to the idea of democracy and in turn the enlightenment 
which runs against the postmodern ideas, it is wrong even from the outset to ask the 
question as to how to apply this modem concept to a postmodern phenomenon. Pivotal 
to their argument is the decentralized subjects on the Internet which rendered the rational 
communication impossible in cyberspace (Poster, 1997). 
But more scholars are advocates for this concept in cyberspace. Dahlberg explored the 
postmodernism-informed argument about the subjectivity by "asking if indeed online 
discourse decentres the self to such an extent that the public sphere conception becomes 
outmoded as a normative conception for evaluating online political practice" (Dahlberg, 
2004: 27). He argues that the offline identities, relationships and material existence seep 
into online communications in various ways, and can check and balance the extent of 
dislocation, disembodiment, and fragmentation of the subject. More importantly, he 
relies on the research done by Thurkle to come to the conclusion that participants are 
encouraged "to construct themselves as coherent identities" and as a result develops 
rationality through online practice. Also, by employing social interaction theories 
instead of postmodern perspectives, Wynn and Katz argued that "Internet does not 
radically alter the social bases of identity or conventional constraints on social 
interaction", and the "continuity of Internet behaviour with the embodied world" is more 
than “the postmodern view would argue" (Wynn & Katz, 1997: 297). 
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2.2 Public Sphere in Contemporary China 
2.2.1 Application of the Concept of Public Sphere in China 
Before I discuss the applicability of the concept of public sphere in China, I want to 
clarify here my definition of civil society and its relationship with public sphere. A 
public sphere in plural meaning is only one constituent of the civil society, providing 
one discursive spaces for a specific group. While civil society, alternative to both the 
state and family, could be viewed as comprising numerous such groups and their 
discursive spaces (Fine, 2004). 
Although China observers have agreed on the implication of civil society for China, i.e. 
civil society could be an important section in the democratisation processes of China and 
the absence of a robust civil society is the reason why the political reforms is taking 
place so slowly in China (Wasserstrom &Perry, 1994; He, 1997), the current situation of 
civil society and public sphere in China has long been a contested area. For opponents, 
public sphere is originally a concept developed from the early modem and modern 
western countries in 17 and 18 century, which is closely related to the rise of the 
bourgeois class, and there is no civil society in the Chinese context (Sun, 1992; Xiao, 
1993; Wakeman, 1993). While for proponents the gradual backing out of the state from 
the daily life since the post-Mao reform has been providing increasing room for the 
growth of civil society and public sphere alike (He, 1997; Vermeer, Pieke & Woei， 
1998). 
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Firstly I want to emphasize the normative connotation of the concept of public sphere in 
my research. The normative connotation in the concept varies in different theorists' use. 
For Habermas it is an ultimate criterion. For Fraser it is applicable within a particular 
subaltern group, while White downplays the normative connotation to the extent that 
publics is only a interstitial sphere which provides "liminal moments of transition 
between more stable network domains" (Emirbayer & Sheller, 1998:738). Most of the 
advocates of the existence of a Chinese public sphere agree with Fraser that public 
sphere should be treated as an analytical concept which should be tested for its 
applicability in different social contexts. With the idea that the concept of public sphere 
should be a foil rather than a guide to our research, I will continue to discuss its 
applicability in China. 
The main characteristics of China that are relevant to the applicability of public sphere 
are the strong state and the weak bourgeois. One reason behind the demise of the 
bourgeois public sphere in the 19 century is the re-emerging of a strong welfare state 
which colonizes the civil society. In China traditionally the state is very strong, 
controlling almost all aspects of life therefore leaving no space for public sphere. And 
there was no bourgeois class in China. But since the reform in the 1980s the state is 
withdrawing from many aspects of social life. One important thing to note is the state's 
withdrawal from the economy, which has transformed the formerly planned economy 
into a market economy. The presence of market economy provides the economic basis 
for a vibrant civil society and has given rise to the bourgeois class. People's daily life, in 
the meantime, is more governed by the market force than by the state power. 
2 0 
This backing out of state power from private sphere, though slowly, has made room for 
the development of civil society. The civil society in China is still in the incipient stage, 
mainly composed of organizations and associations with official background. The 
relaxing of control is far from enough, such as the registration for non-profit association 
is still strictly controlled and gatherings organized by the grass roots are almost 
impossible in getting the governments' permit. 
A milestone in the growth of a Chinese civil society is the introduction of the Internet 
into China in 1995. Since then, the growth of civil society has been greatly facilitated by 
the Internet in fostering public debates and articulating social problems, in creating new 
associational forms by forming virtual communities, and in enhancing the dynamics of 
protest (Yang, 2003). 
With the rapid development of a Chinese civil society facilitated by the Internet, the 
public sphere is also possible in China. But before I start discussing the subaltern public 
spheres, I need to firstly define the dominant public sphere and the subaltern groups in 
China. 
2.2.2 Dominant Public Sphere in China 
As Fraser later put forward in a typology of public spheres, there are official 
governmental public spheres, mass-mediated public spheres, counter-public spheres and 
informational public spheres in everyday life in the western societies (Fraser, 1992: 612). 
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But in China the situation is different. Lacking a parliament system and no public 
discussions available in government, the official governmental public sphere is not 
possible in China. For mass-mediated public spheres embedded in mass media, it is 
under the dual influences of both the market and the state power. All the mass media in 
China are owned by the party-state and would never be allowed to oppose the 
ideological premises of the party-state. Thus the strict control by the state would make it 
impossible for the mass media to provide a space for critical and free debates. The mass 
media are reduced to the instrument of the state. Secondly, the market economy's 
influence on the media since the 1980s is eroding the media's autonomy too. They claim 
that the commercialization and globalization of mass media would not bring freedom of 
speech but instead new configurations of power and ideology, the only difference being 
from those of party-state to those of global capitalism (Zhang, 1998; Wang, 1998; Gan, 
1998; Zhang, 2003). Thirdly, the mass media is only catered for elite and tiny middle 
class and this would make an inclusive public sphere impossible (Zhao, 2001). 
Therefore many scholars hold negative views on the idea of the mass media as the 
dominant public sphere, some even asserting that there is no dominant public sphere in 
China at all. 
But still others support the viability of a public sphere in mass media and I am among 
one of them (Xu, 2003). In my opinion, it is very difficult to apply the idealized public 
sphere concept in China since it has too many requirements which can not be reached in 
China at least for the present. Of course there is no unitary public sphere in China from 
the Habermasian ideal configuration of public sphere. But if we adopt the later revised 
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notion of the public sphere, just viewing it as a discursive place and has many variations, 
we would find it more readily to be used in the Chinese context. First of all, we should 
be conscious of the fact that the mass media in China now is facing both direct control 
from the state and the underlying influence from the advertisers of the market. Since the 
mass media is basically the mouthpiece of the party-state, the discourse circulating 
among mass media could be treated as the official and dominant discourse. And since in 
the non-political areas the mass media are more driven by the market force, the 
discourse in non-political areas could be treated as reflecting the market's interest. 
Combined, the discourse of mass media reflects the interests of the political and 
economic elites. As political and economic elites compromise the upper and upper 
middle classes in China, they are actually dominating the society. As a result the mass 
media is providing a public sphere for the political and economic elites, which is a 
dominant public sphere excluding lower classes. The existence of a dominant public 
sphere makes the necessity of subaltern public spheres more prominent. 
2.2.3 Subaltern Groups in China 
There used to be only two classes in China according to official discourse, the bourgeois 
and proletariat. Now with the implementation of the Reform and Open Policy, the social 
structure of China has become more and more diversified. Different classifications could 
be found in previous literature and the most important one is that made according to 
material basis, i.e. a ten-class structure (Lu, 2002). 
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But subaltern does not mean material basis alone. Subaltern groups come into being 
because they are repressed in any social relationship, and there are different kinds of 
subaltern groups in China according to their different processes of formation. Laid-off 
workers and peasants are subaltern mainly due to their inferior economic status due to 
the institutional changes during the post-Mao era reform; the migrants in Beijing is 
subaltern because of their lack of formal Hu Kou in Beijing and the geographical 
reasons; Participants of June 4th protest and Falun Gong are subaltern because they are 
political dissidents; Homosexual groups are subaltern because of their sexual 
orientations; whereas the HIV/AIDS patients and the Hepatitis B virus (HBV) carriers 
group, my object of research, are subaltern because of their pathological conditions. 
But subaltern groups are subaltern not only because they are repressed but also because 
they possess the potential for resistance. Different subaltern groups adopted different 
ways of resistance, taking into account of their different socioeconomic status and 
strength of motivation. The laid-off workers and the peasants, because of they low 
socioeconomic status and their desperate needs to change their status quo, tend to adopt 
the traditional and radical way of rebellion, i.e. violence. It is estimated that average 80 
"incidents" of worker and farmer unrest occurred daily in 2001 while the number 
swelled to 700 in 2002 (Gulick, 2004; Jiang, 2001). But unfortunately, their protests are 
fragmented and uncoordinated, without autonomous and effective means of 
communication and thus have not achieved any substantial changes yet (Zhao & Duffy, 
2004). The political dissidents, with higher socioeconomic status and essentially 
oppositional relationship with the state, tend to adopt radical but non-violent means as 
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protests, such as cooperating with foreign aids and making presence in international 
conferences and in the cyberspace based in countries (O'Leary, 2000; Bell & Boas, 2002; 
Conklin, 2003; Zhao, 2004). The migrants in Beijing group, as a result of their 
comparatively better conditions and consequently not very strong motives, tends to 
adopt mild way of empowering themselves. They would form virtual communities to 
gather together, but the main purpose is to provide social and emotional support instead 
of starting collective actions to oppose the status quo. For the homosexual groups， 
Internet is also crucial in providing an anonymous place for them to meet each other as 
many of them hide their sexual orientations from the society in real life. Social and 
emotional support is not the only thing they are after, but also a collective identity which 
could support them against the mainstream opinions which attach stigma to their sexual 
orientation (Micollier, 2005). This is similar for HIV/AIDS patients. Through the use of 
Internet, they not only share medical information for battling the virus, but also gather 
together for shedding off the stigma imposed by the social opinions on this disease 
(Zhang et al, 2005). 
2.2.4 Subaltern Public Spheres in Chinese Cyberspace 
As asserted by Gramsci, for the subaltern groups to empower themselves, they need to 
organize themselves (Green, 2002). This is consistent with the Habermasian's idea of 
individuals coming together and forming a public which could check the state power and 
market force. 
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But in China it is very difficult for the subaltern groups to gather together and form 
organizations of their own without the state's supports, not to mention a subaltern public 
sphere. Although China is under a profound transformation with the state experimenting 
with withdrawing from the social life and leaving out a space for public sphere, the state 
is still very cautious in relaxing control over the civil society and still maintains strict 
control over setting up organizations and associations by the citizens. The state controls 
the economic resources of social organization so that it is very difficult for many non-
profit organizations to exist in China without the government sponsorship. The 
registration process for setting up a legitimate NGO in China is formidably complicated. 
According to the Regulation on Management and Registration of Social Associations 
and Regulation on the Management and Registration of Civil Non-Commercial 
Associations (THal) both issued in 1998，an NGO has to secure a supervisory body 
within the government before it can register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. As few 
governmental bodies would like to shoulder such responsibilities many NGOs in China 
either do not have a legitimate status or are registered as a commercial enterprises. 
Therefore most of the associations in China are with governmental background and most 
of the NGOs in China do not have a legal existence, often registering as a commercial 
enterprise in order to escape the complicated registration process. (Wang, 2003; Zhu, 
2004; Wang & Jia，2006) 
Although forming a subaltern public sphere in the real world without the government 
support is almost impossible under so many restrictions in China, the Internet has 
opened up new opportunities. For one thing, the economic resources needed for a 
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website is much fewer compared with the resources required to maintain an actually 
existing association. Meanwhile, the government's restriction on setting up a website is 
much looser than on setting up an actual association and the anonymity of the Internet 
provides further protections. Besides, considering the huge geographic coverage of 
China and the widely dispersed group members, Internet could overcome the geographic 
differences easily. With the number of users of the Internet in China growing to 162 
million and the popularity of the Internet growing to 12.3% only 12 years after the first 
introduction of the technology into civil usage in China, ^ diversified kinds of discursive 
spaces have emerged in the Internet, providing the basis for subaltern public spheres. 
And the implication of the rapid development of the Internet has attracted many scholars 
both home and abroad. 
For China observers, the use of the Internet by political dissidents and the prospects for 
the democratising process of China are especially attractive (Taubman, 1998; Hartford, 
2000; Hachigan, 2001; Harwit & Clark，2001; Chase & Mulvenon，2002). For domestic 
academia, Bulletin Board Systems (BBS's) are of particular interest since they provide 
the discursive places for virtual public spheres and virtual communities. But most of 
such studies are more concerned with examining the applicability of the unitary public 
sphere in the Chinese cyberspace than with the empowerment capacity of their 
participants (Tang & Tao, 2002; Huang & Han, 2005; Chen & Chen，2005). 
I China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), 20™ Report on China Internet. Retrieved on 
July 1，2007 from http://www.cnnic.net.cn/html/Dir/2007/07/17/4722.htm. 
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2.2.5 HBV Carriers Group and the Forum 
The HBV carriers group in China is different from the above mentioned subaltern 
groups. To sum up, HBV carriers face lots of misunderstandings and restrictions in their 
seeking employment, education and even marriage. On surface this is a group inferior 
because of their common pathological characteristic. But close scrutiny shows that the 
formation of various restrictions imposed upon this group is only one of the social issues 
brought about by the post-Mao reform which has been implemented since 1978. 
梦 
The post-Mao reform is a sweeping one, encompassing most aspects of social life. As to 
the economic reform, the state started to back out of the economic sector of the society, 
i.e. the private sphere, and has transformed the planned economy to market economy. 
Market forces have developed explosively during this process. For the mass media, 
ideologically they are still the mouthpiece of the state while economically subsidies 
from the state have greatly diminished and they have to rely on their revenues from 
advertisements to maintain their daily functioning. The institutional reform has dissolve 
Dan Wei, the unit which used to served as the intermediary between individuals and the 
state in urban society in China (Li, 2000; Li, 2004). At the same time because of the still 
strong control by the state over the civil associations individuals could not unite in 
alternative forms. As a consequence the individuals were atomized and exposed directly 
to the market relations. Therefore some groups fall victim to the market relations and 
become marginalised. The HBV carriers group is a case in point. As consumers of 
medical market they were powerless in front of the medicine manufacturers and medical 
providers which have been driven by profits in the market. At the same time the 
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medicine manufacturers and medical providers are advertisers who sponsor misleading 
advertisements in mass media about HBV. The mass media are bought by profits from 
advertisements to sacrifice their independent standing point. Moreover, in the job market 
because of the swarming in of labour force the employers are picky and tend to refuse 
HBV carriers. This is especially true with big employers since more job seekers are 
attracted to them and they have great room in picking candidates. It is also true in the 
higher education when graduate schools of many universities tend to refuse take HBV 
carriers as graduate students. 
Overall the government has failed to regulate the market and protect the 
disadvantageous groups, HBV carriers group among one of them. But unlike some 
groups just sink to destitute, the HBV carriers have been making efforts to resist instead 
of enduring all those unfair treatments without action. This is why I call them a subaltern 
group. 
The carrier group is very complex in terms of its members' social economic statuses. 
Some are relatively higher in their social economic status, such as those grown in cities 
and have received good education. They have rather strong aspirations to climb up the 
social ladder and for self betterment, while the restrictions upon HBV would hinder their 
way such as finding a decent job and receiving decent education from universities. Their 
strong desire and their comparatively better socioeconomic conditions lead to the novel 
way of resistance, i.e. using the Internet to spark collective action aimed at social 
changes. Although as a subaltern group the HBV carriers are denied influences on the 
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dominant public sphere, they could still actively seek other subaltern public spheres of 
their own. And the establishment of the Forum is one of their best efforts. It is not 
merely about providing social and emotional supports to its group members, which are 
confined to the cyberspace and on the discursive level most of the time. From my 
preliminary observations it has already gone beyond the discursive level and the 
cyberspace into the collective action level and the real world. 
This is why I choose the concept of subaltern public sphere as my core analytical tool. 
For the previous studies on the public sphere in Chinese cyberspace, they are actually 
talking about the public sphere in Habermasian sense, not the multiple one, not to 
mention the subaltern public sphere. While being a subaltern public sphere means not 
only being a virtual community which is fostering collective identity among its users but 
also making attempts to check the power of state, market and the dominant public sphere. 
That is, the subaltern public sphere not only provides a space for alternative discourse of 
the issue, but is the place where collective action could be mobilized to counter the 
external parties' influences on the subaltern public sphere, which could better sustain the 
subaltern public sphere. 
Therefore, I would divide the empowerment into two levels, one on the discursive level 
and the other on the collective action level. Both levels of empowerment will be 
examined from the subaltern public sphere's perspective. The discursive level will be 
studies as to the initiation and sustaining of a subaltern public sphere in the Forum while 
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the collective action level will be studies as the transformation achieved by collective 
action of relationships between the subaltern public sphere and its external players. 
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3 Research Design 
3.1 Overall Conceptual Framework 
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As the above figure show, the Forum is embedded in a quartered relationship with the 
state, the market and the mass media as external players. Since my research interest is 
the relationship between the Internet and the empowerment of subaltern groups in 
Chinese context, I will divide my discussion about empowerment into two parts. The 
first part is related to the left-hand side of the figure. It is about the discursive 
empowerment by the Forum which requires the examination of the discourse of the 
Forum itself. The second part is related to the whole picture of the figure, examining the 
relationships between the Forum and its three external players. The three pairs of 
relationships have been transformed by the collective action mobilized and coordinated 
by the Forum. When discussing the transformation of the three pairs of relationships, the 
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relationships among the three external players will also be included as the background 
for the transformation of the relationships between the Forum and its external players. 
3.2 Research Questions 
Corresponding to my research interests I have developed above, I design the three 
following research questions in order to explore them. 
1. Does an online forum, such as the Gandanxiangzhao Forum, have the possibility of 
sustaining an alternative discourse and even a subaltern public sphere? If so, what are 
its main characteristics? 
This question is aimed to explore the conditions under which online forums could 
sustain a subaltern public sphere. Providing a subaltern public sphere for subaltern 
groups is a crucial function of the Internet in China since with the state's strict control 
over the civil association and the mass media, the subaltern groups have few discursive 
or actual places to gather together and discuss their problems. Therefore the members of 
subaltern groups are atomized individuals, powerless in front of the domination from 
external conditions. But if they could sustain a subaltern public sphere, the dispersed 
individuals would form subaltern publics which organize them together, even only in 
cyberspace and only on the discursive level, which is necessary towards empowerment. 
2. How does the discourse of the Forum empower its participants on the discursive level? 
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The first step of empowerment, as Grasmci has pointed out, is to inject the self-
consciousness into the subaltern groups. Before the establishment of the Forum many 
HBV carriers took the restrictions imposed upon them as granted and naturally as a 
result no action was taken to oppose such restrictions. But from my preliminary 
observations, the discourse of the Forum has greatly changed such unconsciousness of 
being a subordinate social group. The participants of the Forum have been gradually 
realizing and articulating their subordinate social status as a subaltern group. Therefore 
this question is aimed to ask on the discursive level how the subaltern group regains 
their self-consciousness of their subordinate social status by engaging in the discussion 
of the Forum. 
3. What is the relationship between the Forum and the state, the market and mass media? 
How has it been transformed? How does the Forum empower its participants in these 
relationships and in what aspects the Forum fails to empower its participants? 
Only analyses about the internal discourse of the Forum are not enough. It is impossible 
to do a research on a subaltern public sphere without considering the three external 
players in the trisection structure of the subaltern public sphere, i.e. the dominant public 
sphere which refers to mass media in my research, the state and the market. 
Habermas (1984) has pointed out in his work that state power and market force are 
threats to the independence of the public sphere. And as stated by Wayne Clark in his 
book Activism in the Public Sphere (2000)，the conditions under which the public 
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discourses happen such as the influences from both the state and the industry are very 
important issues for the quality of rationality of the discussions taking place in the public 
sphere. 
The subaltern public sphere is not necessarily in an antagonistic relationship with its 
external parties. In order to survive and infiltrate its influences to the mainstream society, 
certain compromises and cooperative measures could be adopted by the Forum. 
Therefore, I will examine in the Chinese cyberspace what kind of relationship such 
subaltern public sphere would maintain with the state, the market and the mass media 
and how this relationship has been transformed with the establishment of the Forum. 
The three parties are not only external factors to the Forum as a subaltern public sphere, 
but they also impose domination upon the HBV carriers group as the participants of the 
Forum. From my preliminary observations, the HBV carriers group has achieved some 
progress since 2003 in demanding equality with others in aspects of employment 
opportunities and educational opportunities. They achieve such social change not only 
because they form a subaltern public sphere which sustains alternative discourse about 
HBV, but also because they have coordinated some collective action beyond the Forum 
to demand for equal rights. 
Therefore the collective action mobilized by the discourse of the Forum could empower 
the participants in two aspects. One is to oppose the domination imposed by the external 
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parties on the participants of the Forum while the other is to oppose the influences from 
the external parties on the Forum itself. 
3.3 Research Methods 
In order to answer my research questions, I need to analyze firstly the discourse within 
the Forum to determine whether the Forum qualifies as a subaltern public sphere and 
how it mobilizes its users and then examine its relationship with the state, the market 
and the mass media. 
3.3.1 Textual Analysis 
To analyze the discourse of the Forum, the posts of the Forum are the first hand 
materials. There are already over 410,000 posts in the Forum by June 2007. The Forum 
is comprised of four sections, i.e. Section on Medicine, Section on Society, Section on 
Life and Section on Management of the Community. Each section composes of several 
boards. The section on Medicine is mainly for exchanging information on therapies for 
HBV carriers. For the Section on Life, it is the section for casual talks and making 
friends. The Section on Management of the Forum includes the history of the Forum and 
discussions on the management of the Forum. The Section on Society deals with many 
social problems the HBV carriers have to face when they try to make a living in the 
society. 
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The Section on Society includes discussions on how to make a living and demand their 
rights in the society. So it is the place most relevant to my research. Under the section, 
there are five boards, including Board on Rights for Carriers, Board for Science 
Education, Board on Careers, Board on Legal Consultancy and Board for Donation. 
Among them the Board on Rights for Carriers is the most important because discussions 
on the progress of right demanding are carried in this board. Board for Science 
Education is the board cooperating with the Chinese Foundation for Hepatitis Prevention 
and Control for promoting "correct" knowledge about HBV. Board on Careers is not 
only the board where people could exchange information on job hunting and starting 
their own enterprises but more importantly where people could discuss the methods of 
avoiding health checks and cheating in health checks. This is the only board in the 
Section on Life which is only accessible to members of the Forum who have registered 
over 43200 minutes. This measure is set up in order to prevent the cheating information 
leaked to the mass media and employers. Board on Legal Consultancy is created to 
provide legal aid to HBV carriers who start lawsuits against restrictions because of HBV 
and to encourage more carriers to sue against such restrictions. Finally the Board on 
Donation is the board to provide information of raising money for running the Forum 
and maintain some rights demanding activities. 
The Section on Management of the Forum has five boards. Two boards are available to 
all members of the Forum, i.e. the Board on Maintaining the Community and the Board 
on Logs of the Forum. The other three boards are only available to BMs，i.e. the Board 
for Communication among BMs, the Board for FMs，and the Board for Recycling Bins. 
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Since only the first two boards are open to ordinary members of the Forum, they are my 
focus in this section. 
As the boards in Section on Society are all related with the aim of altering the inferior 
status of HBV carriers group, the four boards are my focus of studies. The Section on 
the Management of the Forum is also valuable in that it contains many posts narrating 
the histories of the Forum and discussing the road the Forum should choose. Therefore I 
mainly analyze posts in the two sections. For the Section on Society, there are over 
57,000 topics and over 608,000 posts by June 2007. For the two accessible boards of the 
Section on Management of the Community, by June 2007 there are already over 6,000 
topics and over 60,000 posts. 
Besides, Happy Garden, though a board in the Section on Life, is the board from which 
the whole Forum develops. Early discussions before 2003 were all preserved on this 
board therefore the posts on the board before 2003 are also valuable for my research. 
Thanks to the policy that the BMs never delete a post unless it is deemed as improper 
and dangerous. Most of the posts are preserved. But facing the huge number of topics 
and posts, how can I analyze them all within a limited period of time? 
Fortunately there exists a system of "essence" in the Forum. For topics and posts that 
BMs feel important, they are marked as "essence". The number of essence topics is 
much less, almost one tenth of all posts. For all boards in the Section on the Society 
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except the Board on Rights for Carriers, I examine only the topics marked as essence. 
For the Board on Rights for Carriers since it is so important I have read through all the 
posts in it. As the two open boards in the Section on Management of the Forum also 
contains many precious materials reflecting the ideas of how the Forum should develop, 
I also read through all the posts in both boards. Together they comprise an archive for 
me to analyze and provide much information. 
3.3.2 Interviews 
But only those archive found in the Forum is not enough. As I cannot get access to the 
three boards that are only open to BMs, I cannot get much important information 
concerning the recent development of the Forum. In the early stage of the Forum, 
discussions on the development of the Forum were relatively open since there were not 
many users of the Forum. With the Forum attracting more and more users, more and 
more things are firstly discussed by the BMs of the Forum secretly and then the results 
are announced. But what is more important to my research is the process of discussion 
and the underlying considerations behind those results. These can be most appropriately 
obtained by interviewing the BMs who have participated in those discussions. Since the 
establishment of the Forum, the managerial staffs of the Forum have gone through some 
changes. Many key members of the earlier batch have left, with new members joining in. 
In order to get as much information as possible, I select several interviewees who joined 
the Forum in different time. 
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The advantage of the Internet is that with the archives preserved in the Forum I can 
know the persons, or at least the IDs, who are of importance to the Forum and who may 
know more about the Forum. As a result I can contact them directly by either sending 
messages within the Forum or sending email to the mail address they provide in their 
personal data. 
But the Internet is not as reliable as personal networks. The persons I contacted may not 
check their mailbox regularly and even although they do the probability of refusing an 
email from a stranger is much higher than refusing a phone call, especially when the call 
is from someone they know. I have contacted 10 BMs or FMs，and three of them 
responded, i.e. Te Shen Chen, Huo Ke and Lu Jun. Then Lu Jun recommended 
Blackman to me. 
We can see that those who responded are all active members now, whereas those who 
used to active in the Forum but have left by 2006 did not respond. The most important 
one of them is Zhang Xianzhu, nicknamed Song Yue. Fortunately Zhang is still active in 
other Forums and I went to the Jian Kang Net (URL: www.jk67.com), the website which 
he is now working for, and contacted him and got response. 
What is more, as the Internet can overcome the geographic limitations, my interviewees 
are dispersed in several different cities including one in Canada. Given the limitation of 
time and budget, I gave up my original plan of doing face-to-face interview. Instead, as 
all of them are very comfortable with chatting through the Internet, my interviews are 
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done mostly through chatting tools such as MSN and QQ, complimented by some phone 
calls. The following are the four interviewees I have contacted. 
Te Shen Chen (特深沉)joined the Forum in June 2002. Since then he has always been 
an active member and among the core BMs of the Forum. He is now the BM of two 
boards in the Section on Medicine and one board in the Section on Life. The interview 
through MSN lasted for 2 hours. 
Zhang Xianzhu (張先著),nicknamed Song Yue (松月),came to the Forum in June 2003. 
He was most famous in late 2003 by suing against one government body of Wuhu City, 
Anhui Province, accusing them rejecting his application for civil servants because he is a 
HBV carrier. This case was claimed as the first case against discriminations against 
HBV in China. Then in 2004 he became BMs of Board on Science Education and a 
board of the Section on Life. In 2005 he broke up with the Forum totally. I have 
conducted about 3 or 4 times of interviews, each lasting from one to three hours. 
Lu Jim (陸軍)，nicknamed Jin Ge Tie Ma (金戈鐵馬),joined the Forum in August 2003. 
He is most famous as the BM of the Board on Rights for Carriers. Now he is the FM of 
the Forum. Interviews with him were conducted one through MSN the other through 
telephone. The MSN interview lasted for one hour while the telephone lasted for two 
hours. 
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Blackman (黑人)joined the Forum in May 2003. As a Ph.D in Chinese Medicine, he is 
the BM of the Board on Science Education. Also he is a FM, which means he can 
supervise the whole Forum instead of confined some specific boards. I have conducted 
over 10 times of interviews with him, each of which lasts for over one hour. 
Huo Ke (霍克）came to the Forum in February 2004. He sued against his former 
employer because he was dismissed on the ground of carrying HBV in 2004. Now he is 
active in science education of the ordinary people and is the BM of the Board on Science 
Education. I have interviewed him for one hour over the telephone 
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4 Brief Overview of the Forum 
In order to answer my first research question of whether the Forum qualifies as a 
subaltern public sphere and if so, in what aspects, I need to first analyze the Forum itself. 
4.1 Overall Development 
The Forum was formally set up in October 2001. But it is actually the legacy of an 
original HBV BBS set up by a netizen called Kenan. Kenan, a university student in 
Zhengzhou who is carrying HBV, went to the local Bureau of Civil Affairs to apply for 
setting up an association for Hepatitis carriers and patients. He failed to get the 
permission so he set up a virtual association in cyberspace under the name of "kenan", 
namely the website of association of Hepatitis B patients. It was set up between August 
and December of 2000. The website adopted the form of BBS, and the aim was to 
provide a public interest place in cyberspace. So kenan refused any advertisements on 
the website (Shen & Li, 2001). The legacy of running without any advertisement has 
been preserved till today. 
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Table 1. Milestone Events of the Forum 
Time Events 
B/w August and Wei Kenan (魏克南)/Kenan set up a Forum for HBV carriers 
December of 2000 
October 2001 Formal establishment of the Gandanxiangzhao Forum 
April 2003 The Case of Zhou Yichao (周一超） 
October 2003 The Case of Zhang Xianzhu/Songyue (張先著/松月），praised as 
"The First against Discrimination against HBV" 
November 2003 Petition to National People's Congress (NPC) 
December 2004 Revised Law on Prevention and Treatment of Infectious Disease 
January 2005 General Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants 
Recruitment (Trial) came into effect and HBV carriers are 
allowed to apply for civil service since then 
B/w September and Debates around cooperation with Ai Zhixing (愛矢口行）& 
December of 2005 commercialization 
March 2006 Breaking up of the Forum 
At first the Forum was rather conserved to itself. The turning point is 2003 when two 
events broke out that year. In April 2003, Zhou Yichao, a university graduate, stabbed 
two civil servants to death after he learned that he was disqualified from the Civil 
Servant Recruitment Tests because of carrying HBV. The year of 2003 is the year when 
the first batch of university students recruited after the expansion of university 
enrolment was to graduate. The media had been watching closely the job market and this 
case got widely reported. Finally Zhou was imposed capital punishment. In October 
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2003，Zhang Xianzhu, who was also disqualified from the Civil Servant Recruitment 
Tests because of carrying HBV, initiated a lawsuit against the local government of 
Wuhu City, accusing them of discrimination against HBV carriers. This case was 
praised as "The First Case on Discrimination against HBV" and attracted wide media 
attention (Tang, 2003). 
The visits to the Forum increased sharply in 2004 after the series of events in 2003. By 
May 2007, there are over 260,000 registered members. Up to June 2007 there are 
altogether 400,000 topics with 4,290,000 posts in the whole Forum. For the Board on 
Rights for Carriers, there are 485,000 posts and 43,000 topics, with an average of over 
10 posts in one discussion thread. 
The hits of the Forum could be traced from Alexa, a website providing details about hits 
of a specific website. The data provided by Alexa about traffic rank is a combined 
measure of users and page views, reflecting both the number of users who visit the site 
as well as the number of pages on the site viewed by those users. From the data on daily 
traffic rank of this Forum, we can see that there is a sharp rise towards the end of 2004, 
which reached its peak at the end of 2005. 
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Figure 2. Traffic rank of the Forum from 2001 to 2007^ 
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With the development of the Forum, constantly increasing number of people have come 
to this Forum and unavoidably different opinions triggered a bitter debate about the 
direction towards which the Forum should develop starting in September 2005. This 
eventually led to the breaking up of the Forum in March 2006. The majority of the BMs 
in the Section on Medicine resigned and set up another Forum called Tong Gan Gong 
Ku (同肝共苦，URL: www.hbvhcv.com). 
4.2 Structure 
The Forum is comprised of four sections, i.e. Section on Medicine, Section on Society, 
Section on Life and Section on Management of the Community. Each section composes 
of several boards. I will introduce each section and the boards within them briefly. 
2 Retrieved from www.alexa.coin on July 22，2007. 
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Table 2. Forum Structure: Its Sections, Boards and Accessibility 
Name of section Boards within each section Accessibility 
Medicine Board for Exchange among Carriers All 
Board on Consultancy for HBV 
Board on Giving Birth 
Board on Prevention of Liver Cirrhosis 
Board on Liver Transplantation 
Board on Academic Discussion and HBV 
English Board of Essence Information 
Society Board on Science Education All except the 
Board on Rights for Carriers Board on Career 
Board on Career only for member 
Board on Legal Consultancy who has registered 
Board on Donation over 30 days 
Life Board of Happy Garden All 
Board for Making Friends 
Board of Harbour of Soul 
Board for Original Literature 
(6 other boards of this section are not listed 
here) 
Management of Board on Constructing the Community The first two 
, p Board on Log of the Forum available for all the Forum 
Board for Communication among Board registered 
Managers (BMs) members, the rest 
Board for Forum Masters(FMs) only for BMs/FMs 
Board of Recycling Bins 
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Section on Medicine 
The section on Medicine is mainly for exchanging information on therapies for HBV 
carriers. 
One shortcoming of the treatment of HBV that has been constantly criticized by HBV 
carriers is the confusion of information and lack of reliable sources. This section is 
exactly designed to explore more reliable information sources. For example, Board for 
Exchange among Carriers and Board on Consultancy for HBV are the two most active 
boards within the section. In the former one HBV carriers exchange their experiences of 
battling this virus while the latter provides professional advice to users with the help of 
several doctors active in this board. Therefore, this section is the basis for the whole 
Forum since it provides previous information for HBV carriers to reconsider their plans 
of treatment and has been attracting new comers. 
Section on Life 
For the Section on Life，it is the section for casual talks and making friends. In the daily 
life, because of the deeply rooted misconception of many people towards HBV, the 
social life of many HBV carriers is seriously affected. According to previous surveys, 
75% of HBV carriers think their interpersonal relationships are affected by the fact of 
carrying HBV, with half of them feeling that they get aliened from their friends after the 
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fact that they carry HBV is k n o w n �Moreover , 25% of them think their psychological 
pressure is too great to bear*. 
Therefore the Section on Life is the place for relaxing and making friends, compensating 
for the deficiency of their interpersonal relationships affected in the real life. Whereas in 
the real world the HBV carriers would not dare to release their pathological conditions 
and difficult to find people with similar problems, in the cyberspace through the Forum 
they could easily find companions, friends and even loved ones. 
Section on Society 
The Section on Society deals with many social problems the HBV carriers they have to 
face when they try to make a living in the society. So it is the section most relevant to 
my research. 
This section is the most prominent feature of the Forum, which distinguishes it from 
other BBS's on HBV. Among the boards within this section, the Board on Rights for 
Carriers is the most important because discussions on the progress of right demanding 
are carried in this board. Board for Science Education is the board cooperating with the 
Chinese Foundation for Hepatitis Prevention and Control for promoting "right" 
knowledge about HBV. Board on Careers is not only the board where people could 
exchange information on job hunting and starting their own enterprises but more 
^Report and Analyses on the Epidemic Condition of Hepatitis in China. Retrieved on July 1，2007 
from http://health.66wz.eom/system/2005/09/30/100006209.shtml. 
4 Latest Survey on the Living Conditions and Conception of Disease of HBV patients in China. 
Retrieved on July 1, 2007 from http://scitech.people.com.cn/GB/25509/43403/43618/index.html. 
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importantly where people could discuss the methods of avoiding health checks and 
cheating in health checks. This is the only board in the Section on Society that limits 
accessibility, only accessible to members of the Forum who have registered over 43200 
minutes. This measure is set up in order to prevent the cheating information leaked to 
the mass media and employers. Board on Legal Consultancy is created to provide legal 
aid to HBV carriers who start lawsuits against restrictions because of HBV and to 
encourage more carriers to sue against such restrictions. Finally the Board on Donation 
is the board to provide information of raising money for running the Forum and maintain 
some rights demanding activities. 
Section on Management of the Forum 
The Section on Management of the Forum includes the history of the Forum and 
discussions on the management of the Forum. Only the Board on Constructing the 
Community and the Board on Log of the Forum is accessible to all registered users. And 
in the Board on Constructing the Community ordinary users could only post a new topic 
and not able to reply. Only honorary users, BMs and FMs could reply. 
4.3 Users 
Although no formal survey has been conducted to map the demographic characteristics 
of the Forum, from the topics of the Forum we can know the vague face. 
For Chinese netizens, according to surveys conducted by China Internet Network 
Information Centre (CNNIC), have such characteristics. Firstly it is quite distributed 
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quite equally in both genders. Secondly, the age group between 18 and 30 takes up over 
half of the netizens. Thirdly those with junior college education and above account for 
over half of the netizens. Fourthly, students are the largest group followed by employers 
in enterprises^ 
Based on the basic characteristics of Chinese netizens, we can talk about the 
characteristics of the Forum. As the group with strongest motivations and most available 
resources to go online to demand rights are those with good education and need to find 
decent jobs or further educational opportunities. Therefore the typical user of the Forum 
should be a HBV carrier with college education and ages between 18 and 30. 
No previous scientific survey on demographic profile of the users of the Forum has been 
found, but there are some small scale survey initiated by ordinary users by simply asking 
about the demographic information about users. For example a survey named "Survey 
on the education level of co-fighters" was conducted in December 2003，initiated by an 
ordinary user named boylin. It got the 1210 responses, the largest number to date among 
all the surveys on education level of the Forum' users. It was conducted in the form of 
multiple choices, with eight choices ranging from primary school and below to PhD and 
above. Those choosing undergraduate education took up the largest proportion with over 
half of interviewees choosing it. The second mostly chosen level is master, accounting 
for 28.5%. The third is associate degree, taking up 12.2 % of all responses. Another 
5 CNNIC, 20™ Report on China Internet. Retrieved on July 1，2007 from 
http://www.cnnic.net.cn/html/Dir/2007/07/17/4722.htm. 
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survey named "Survey on the age group of HBVer" was conducted in July 2004. Among 
the 127 responses over 90% are between 20 and 30, and the rest are between 30 and 40. 
Both surveys, though not conducted scientifically, could nonetheless verify my 
impression that the users of the Forum tend to concentrate on higher education than 
average HBV carriers in China. 
There are four levels to classify the users of the Forum. 
Table 3. The Hierarchy of Forum Participants 
Level Responsibilities and rights 
Forum Master (FM) Manage all the boards within the Forum and could access all 
boards of the Forum 
Board Manager(BM) Manage the specific board he/she is in charge and could access 
all boards of the Forum except the Board for FMs 
Honorary User Previous BM/FM who has resigned and could access all boards 
of the Forum except the Board for FMs, although could not 
manager any board 
User Ordinary user, denied access to Board for Communication 
among BMs, Board for FMs and Board of Recycling Bins 
5 2 
5 Empowerment on the Discursive Level 
As previously discussed empowerment could be viewed at two levels. One is at the 
discursive level in cyberspace; the other is at the action level in real world. 
Empowerment on discursive level includes both the formation of a subaltern public 
sphere as sustaining alternative discourse about the HBV issue and the redefinition of 
the restrictions imposed upon HBV carriers as unjustified discrimination. Whether the 
Forum has instilled in its participants a new conception of their social conditions is the 
touchstone for deciding whether the empowerment on discursive level is successful. In 
this chapter I will elaborate on the discursive empowerment in details. 
5.1 Characteristics of the Forum 
The very first step of discursive empowerment is the creation of a subaltern public 
sphere for HBV carriers. Thus in the first half of this chapter, I am intended to answer 
the first research question as to whether the Forum, as an online discussion board, could 
qualify as a subaltern public sphere and if so, what are its characteristics. I will make use 
of the several criteria which I discussed in the second chapter and examine their 
applicability in the Forum. 
5.1.1 Alternative Topic 
In unitary public sphere the topics have to be those of common good, and the criterion 
for whether the topic qualifies for discussion in the public sphere is in effect determined 
by dominant groups in the public sphere (Fraser, 1992). The subaltern groups have little 
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chance in putting forward topics they are mostly concerned with in such circumstances. 
As a result, the HBV issue could not be found in the public spheres before the 
emergence of the Forum. But in subaltern public spheres facilitated by the Internet 
topics of interest to the particular subaltern group can now be discussed in ways that 
were previously impossible. 
5.1.2 Alternative Information of HBV 
One basic characteristic of subaltern public sphere is to provide a discursive space for 
discussions and information circulation that cannot be allowed in other discursive spaces. 
Thus, whether an alternative discourse about the HBV issue could be found in the Forum 
is one major principle for assessing if the Forum qualifies for a subaltern public sphere. 
Therefore, in the following parts I will examine how the discourse of the Forum 
provides alternative information concerning HBV as the first step of reconstructing the 
HBV issue. Information different from the conceptions of mainstream society has to be 
articulated, including the transmission routes of the HBV and the seriousness of carrying 
HBV. 
Transmission routes 
In order to define the restrictions upon HBV carriers as discriminations, first of all the 
discourse of the Forum need to dissolve the basis of such restrictions, i.e., the popular 
misconception among ordinary people that HBV is a highly infectious vims which can 
be transmitted in casual contacts. 
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In the WHO website, the transmission routes of Hepatitis B could be found out as: 
"Hepatitis B virus is transmitted by contact with blood or body fluids of an infected 
person in the same way as human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), the virus that causes 
AIDS." "Hepatitis B virus is not spread by contaminated food or water, and cannot be 
spread casually in the workplace."^ This is the most authoritative and reliable source 
about the transmission routes of HBV, and it testifies that casual contacts such as dining 
together generally do not spread HBV. 
But the general public still have many misconceptions about the transmission routes of 
HBV in China. According to two surveys conducted by the Chinese Foundation for 
Hepatitis Prevention and Control, Report of Analysis on the Epidemic Conditions of 
Hepatitis in China' and the Lastest Survey on the Living Conditions and Conception of 
Disease of HBV patients in China^, half of the hepatitis patients surveyed think that 
HBV can be transmitted via saliva, even 53.5% of the surveyed doctors whose 
specialization is not in hepatitis cannot answer the transmission routes of HBV 
completely right. This reflects the mass opinion's misconception about the transmission 
routes of HBV prevalent in popular opinion. 80.8% non-expert doctors hold the opinion 
that the HBV is an inheritable disease and the transmission route from mother to baby 
cannot be cut effectively by adopting preventive measure. And only 34% of non-expert 
6 Hepatitis B: How do people get infected? Retrieved on July 1，2007 from 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs204/en/ 
7 Report and Analyses on the Epidemic Condition of Hepatitis in China. Retrieved on July 1，2007 
from http://health.66wz.eom/system/2005/09/30/100006209.shtml. 
^Lastest Survey on the Living Conditions and Conception of Disease of HBV patients in China. 
Retrieved on July 1, 2007 from http://scitech.people.com.cn/GB/25509/43403/43618/index.html. 
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doctors could give right answers to all questions concerning HBV. There are other 
misconceptions concerning the HBV issue. For example, the survey mentioned above 
also finds out that over half of HBV patients think that chronic hepatitis will develop to 
liver cirrhosis and eventually liver cancer. 
Facing such serious misconceptions of the transmission routes of HBV in the mass 
population, the Forum tries to provide authoritative alternative information by collecting 
testimony from experts and materials from textbooks. Consequently a database called 
"Authoritative materials for volunteers to conduct science education about HBV" 
(March, 2006) has been set up and marked by the BMs as essence in the Board on 
Science Popularization. Analysis on the materials in this database could best illustrate 
how alternative information is provided about the transmission routes of HBV. 
Take the question of whether the HBV could be transmitted by saliva as example. Wide 
spread misunderstanding of HBV by ordinary Chinese people that HBV could be 
transmitted through saliva explains why there are so many restrictions imposed upon 
HBV carriers because people fear casual contacts with them. In the Chinese context, 
diseases transmitted through saliva are particularly feared by the ordinary people since 
dining together is an important aspect of culture and socialization in China. In order to 
change the misunderstanding, the discourse of the Forum not only reiterates that HBV is 
a virus transmitted only by blood and sexual contacts by also excludes the saliva as a 
possible transmission route. For example three letters from three expert resources on 
hepatitis are presented a post named "Proof on the transmission routes of HBV by 
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domestic and foreign authoritative institutions" (December, 2003) in the database. One 
is from CFHPC. The second one comes from Hepatitis B Foundation in America. The 
third letter is from Samuel So, Director of the Asian Liver Centre at Stanford University, 
also a professor of surgery of the Stanford School of Medicine. While all of the three 
letters emphasize that HBV cannot be transmitted by causal contact, none of them 
exclude the possibility of transmitting from saliva completely, just stating that no 
scientific research has proven that the virus can be transmitted by saliva although they 
are not eliminating the possibility either. Such as if both parts' mouths are broken 
infected blood could be contained in saliva and thus brings certain danger, though low. 
But in the interpretation by the Forum, those preconditions are significantly downplayed, 
simply emphasizing that there are no proof for such route while omitting the part that no 
scientific research had eliminated this route either. 
Similar strategy of interpretation could be found in posts dealing with the concern of 
whether the virus could be transmitted by bugs such as mosquitoes. A post in the 
"database" of the Board on Science Education deals specifically with this problem. The 
post is named as "Excerpts from authoritative textbooks and research about bugs such as 
mosquitoes do NOT transmit HBV" (August 2005, emphasise by original author 
Blackman), emphasizing the "not" by larger font and red colour. But studying the 
content of the post carefully, I find out that while all the textbooks assert that this 
transmission route has not been confirmed by experiments but none of them exclude this 
route. The legitimate logical conclusion should be that this is a pending question but the 
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discourse of the Forum just downplay the uncertain side of the issue and asserts the fact 
that it is not confirmed yet and just exclude this possibility. 
Therefore the Forum does paint a different map of transmission route by eliminating any 
possible transmission route that has not been firmly established by scientific studies, 
such as the transmission by mouth, bugs such as mosquitoes, perspirations and the 
transmission from father to baby. 
Seriousness 
Another reason why HBV is so feared by the ordinary people in China is the 
misconception of the seriousness of being a HBV carrier. The Forum is therefore also 
devoted to reducing the ordinary people's fear towards HBV a step further by 
diminishing the negative implications of being a HBV carrier. 
Lots of people mistakenly think that being a HBV carrier equals being a HBV patient. 
Moreover, with the popular description of HBV in advertisements describing HBV as a 
trilogy of hepatitis, liver cirrhosis and liver cancer, ordinary people are misled into 
thinking that people carrying HBV could easily develop into liver cirrhosis and finally 
liver cancer. 
Aiming at such misconception, the Forum supports a counter discourse demanding the 
differentiating between HBV carriers and HBV patients and refuting the trilogy of HBV 
as a necessary process for all HBV patients. In a post called "Get closer to HBV and 
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understand the development of HBV" (July, 2003)，it put forward a pyramid of the 
development of HBV, with HBV carriers at the base. Eighty percent of them will remain 
as carriers for their whole life with only 20% developing to HBV patients, the second to 
last level of the pyramid. And in the people who have developed into HBV patients still 
more than 80% of them will be stable and only the rest 20% will develop into liver 
cirrhosis or even liver cancer. This post was collected in the Board of Essence of 
Information. 
In sum, by pointing out that the transmission routes of the HBV do not include mouth-
to-mouth transmission and bugs and HBV carriers are not necessarily HBV patients and 
the chances for them for developing into liver cancer are low, the discourse dissolves the 
basis for people's exaggerated fear towards HBV. 
5.1.3 Discourse of Self-Narrative 
As discussed by Negt and Kluge (1993) in their studies of the proletariat public sphere, 
self-narratives about the daily experiences, besides rationality, could also form the basis 
for public sphere, which greatly expands Habermas's requirement that the discussions 
should be restricted to critical rational debates. 
Corresponding to the characteristic of the topic, i.e. a pathological condition that used to 
belong to the private sphere, self-narrative is a frequently used strategy in the discussion. 
Lots of users narrate their life stories with the HBV, including how they get infected, 
their initial reaction to the fact of being infected, the changes that happened in their 
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social relations after they get infected, their difficulties in finding a satisfactory job or 
educational opportunity as a HBV carrier, their family and friends' reaction to this 
disease and their experience of treating this vims. Abundant examples could be found on 
different topics, such as the post "My experience of being rejected because of carrying 
HBV" (November, 2006) about how the author was rejected from a decent job because 
he/she was a HBV carrier, "Writing down my experience of being pregnant" (December, 
2005) telling worries of a mother-to-be on her baby's health and the post "Should I tell 
my girlfriend that I am a HBV carrier? I broke up with my ex-girlfriend over it" (May, 
2005) wondering whether he should tell the truth or not. 
Such narratives often stir many replies echoing with similar experience. But the 
discourse of the Forum does not stop at self-narrative, especially when it comes to the 
restrictions and difficulties the HBV carriers are encountering in life on the ground of 
carrying HBV. Such as in the 108 replies to the post "Should I tell my girlfriend that I 
am a HBV carrier? I broke up with my ex-girlfriend over it", both pros and cons have 
put forth their own reasons and at last the discussion shifted to the anger over 
widespread misconception among ordinary people towards HBV and the discussants 
realized the best way to solve this problem is to educate the whole society and continue 
to demand equal rights. 
Therefore we can see with the development of discussion, rational analyses of current 
situation would gradually take shape and discussants start to realize the need for 
collective action to change status quo. Self-narratives give the private problems the 
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chances of being discussed publicly and being reinforced as a public issue, and 
rationality follows after this process in the discussions of the issue with more depth. 
Both elements are indispensable for sustaining the subaltern public sphere. 
5.1.4 Forum Accessibility 
On the surface, the Forum is accessible to anyone who is interested in the HBV issue in 
China. This is the advantage brought about by the Internet, which enables anyone with 
access to the Internet to access the Forum, overcoming the obstacle of geographic 
distances and time differences. This is even more prominent considering China with 
such a huge land and the HBV carriers dispersed in different provinces or even in 
foreign countries. 
But the Internet technology also brings a disadvantage. Those with ready Internet access 
in China are those with better educational background and upper-middle socioeconomic 
status. Starting late in Internet technology, the Internet popularization rate in China is 
still low compared with the western countries^. Moreover, because of computer literacy 
requires some basic knowledge of English which is not a necessary knowledge for 
ordinary Chinese, higher educational level is required. 
Therefore, based in cyberspace, the Forum has in effect excluded those from poor rural 
areas and those with lower socioeconomic status, while the HBV carriers in rural areas 
and with lower socioeconomic status are those who need help most. The HBV carriers 
9 China's Internet: behind the attractive statistics. Retrieved on July 1，2007 from 
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200401/17/eng20040117_132851.shtml. 
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who have ready access to the Internet are those with better education and higher 
socioeconomic status. From previous data presented about the education level and age 
group we can see the main users are people with university education or above, ageing 
between 20 and 30. Therefore their demands are qualitatively different from others. For 
example, the demands with most echoes are those for equal employment opportunities 
and educational opportunities, while for the HBV carriers in rural areas the most 
pressing demands should be adequate medical services for preventing and treating HBV 
(Liu, 2002; Lin, 2004; Yang, 2005). 
5.1.5 Relative Equality 
According to classical theories of public sphere, be it one in Habermasian sense or one 
in the multiple public spheres context, the members of one specific public sphere should 
be on equal status when engaged in discussion in order to ensure the quality of rational 
deliberation (Habermas, 1989). 
In the early stage of the Forum, the equality among the users of the Forum used to be 
very high. For example, in October 2001，a user nicknamed "Lazy Man" posted a post 
"Do we want the mass media to report on our Forum?" on the Board of Happy Garden. 
He asked in the post: “I have a friend working in a newspaper and we talked about this 
Forum over telephone last night. I am thinking whether we should let the media report 
about the Forum, so that more of our fellow soldiers could come and let the ordinary 
people know us better. But I did not give my friend the address of this Forum at last. 
What do you think?" 
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This post attracted 35 replies. Opinions were divided as to whether to publicize the 
Forum to mass media or not. The then administrator of the Forum, medline, posted later, 
saying, "I will open a vote to decide" and every member enjoyed one vote. The result 
was positive to the suggestion. 
Such examples are many to be found in the early stage of the Forum. As there few 
relatively few users, the discussions about the direction the Forum should develop 
towards are open to all. Although there are differentiation among BMs and ordinary 
users, it does no make much difference and they enjoyed the same say in discussions. 
But with the development of the Forum, a hierarchical structure is in the formation. For 
example, the users of the Forum is differentiating, from the highest to the lowest level 
are Forum Manager, BM, honorary user and user. Boards such as the Board for 
Communication among BM and the Board for general BMs are not accessible for 
ordinary users. The Board on the Construction of Community, which used to be open to 
all uers, changed its settings in September 2006 and since then the ordinary users could 
only view the board or start a new topic. Only BMs have the right to reply a topic. This 
greatly limits the interaction within the board between BMs and ordinary users. What is 
more, many important issues about the Forum are now firstly discussed in such secret 
boards and only publicized to the ordinary users after the management of the Forum has 
already reached a decision. 
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For example in 2005, there was a hot debate in the Board for Communication among 
BM concerning the commercialization of the Forum. Lu Jun proposed in 2005 to set up 
a company. He proposed all the BMs could hold a certain percentage of the share of the 
company according to the money they pool. This proposal in fact diverts from the 
original principle of public interest of the Forum. But ironically this topic was kept in 
secret in the Board for Communication among BMs and ordinary users did not know it, 
not to mention discussing it. 
But excluding such topics kept in secret, any discussions that appear on the board 
accessible to ordinary users still maintain a relatively high level of equality among users. 
The users would not shun away from criticism or dissent just because of reverence for 
some established figures. 
5.2 Rhetoric of Innocence 
Qualifying as a subaltern public sphere is only the first step for the Forum to empower 
its participants. To further empower the participants in discursive level, the discourse of 
the Forum has to inject the consciousness that the restriction upon HBV carriers are 
unfair and should be eradicated into its participants. The discursive strategy adopted by 
the Forum to raise such consciousness is the rhetoric of innocence. Built upon the 
alternative map of HBV transmission routes provided in the subaltern public sphere as 
discussed in the first half of this chapter, this rhetoric of innocence proceeds to exempt 
the HBV carriers from the responsibilities of contracting HBV and blame the restrictions 
upon them as discrimination. 
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Rhetoric of innocence is an important quality identified in previous social health 
movement. Studies by Mark Donovan has pointed out that the public discourse has 
categorized people with AIDS as either "innocent" or "guilty", and "these distinctions 
have influenced the way that policies are designed and justified" (Donovan, 1997: 115). 
Policies have been shown to be overwhelmingly influenced by such rhetoric. So the 
rhetoric of innocence, by blaming others rather than the carriers themselves for getting 
infected with HBV and being discriminated because of HBV, is helpflil in raising the 
consciousness of the participants of the Forum and making them realize that the 
restrictions upon them are groundless and unfair. 
5.2.1 Attribution of the Epidemic 
Attributing the responsibilities of getting infected of HBV to parties other than the HBV 
carriers themselves is the first part of the rhetoric of innocence. Government is the main 
body to blame in the discourse of the Forum for the existing huge number of HBV 
carriers in China. It argues that the incapability of the government to implement proper 
health policies is the main reason for so many people getting infected by HBV. 
According to a post which has been posted in several important boards of the Forum 
including the Board on Rights for Carriers and has been marked as essence, "How did 
the 120 million HBV carriers come to since HBV do not transmit by casual contacts?", it 
pointed out that the main transmission route in China is mother to child transmission. 
The second possible major transmission route is by unsafe injections. Both of the two 
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transmission routes are closely related with government regulations, especially the 
national vaccination scheme for children. 
The anti-HBV vaccine's belated inclusion into the National Children-Prevention-
Inoculation (NCPI) Scheme is criticized as the major failure of the government in 
protecting its people. China started to implement the NCPI Scheme since 1978 intended 
to prevent the infection of certain diseases. This scheme divides vaccines into two 
categories. Category A vaccines are provided for free by the governments and it is 
compulsory for every parent to ensure that their children have taken them. Category B 
vaccines can be voluntarily taken and they can only be taken on the parents' own 
expense � . A n t i - H B V vaccine has been included into the Category B in 1992 and only 
into the Category A in 2002, twenty years after the first anti-HBV vaccine was 
invented''. 
Another major failure of the government, according to the discourse, is the unsafe 
injection as the result of the government's inadequate regulation over the sterilization of 
medical utilities. Unsafe injection used to be a rather common problem in China, 
especially before the mid-1990s in rural areas because of limited budgets and 
facilitations the practice of using disposable needles was very rare. To make the 
situation even worse，since the Children-Prevention-Inoculation Scheme was 
implemented from 1978, all children were required to take four kinds of vaccinations, 
Regulation on the Circulation of Bacterin and the Management of Inoculation issued by State 
Council of PRC in 2005. 
“Not ice on Including anti-HBV Vaccine into the National Children-Prevention-Inoculation Scheme 
issued by Ministry of Health and Ministry of Finance of PRC in 2005. 
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though without anti-HBV vaccination. Because of the limited resources, the sterilization 
of the needles was not up to the standard and needle sharing was very common. Firstly 
articulated in the two post named "Why there are 120 million HBV carriers in China 
although HBV does not transmit by casual contact?" and "The cost of eliminating 
smallpox is 120 million healthy livers". The two posts are echoed by many other posts 
by ordinary users of the Forum, remembering that sharing needle was quite common and 
they believed that this was a major channel of infecting so many children. 
Still another point that has been used in the discourse as the proof of the government's 
failure in preventing the infection of HBV is the unsafe blood transfusion. This 
argument is very convincingly supported by the spread of HIV/AIDS in China. In Henan 
Province, people in many villages have been infected by involving in illegal blood 
collection. In China as few people would voluntarily donate blood, believing it would 
weaken them. Most of the blood needed in medical activities is bought from individuals. 
In the early 1990s many low income farmers were attracted to sell their blood plasma to 
unauthorized purchasing stations and their blood would be re-infused after being 
removed of plasma and being pooled with other donors. As no tests were done before at 
those legal purchasing stations, any virus would spread, including the dreadful HIV. 
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"They then spread the virus to their spouses and partners" , Since the transmission 
routes of HIV/AIDS is basically the same with those of HBV, it is very reasonable to 
12 Despite Progress, Much to Be Done in Henan AIDS Villages. Retrieved on June 30，2007 from 
http://www.china.org.cn/english/2004/Jun/99851.htm; Blood debts, Economist, January 18，2007. 
Re-trieved on June 30，2007 from 
http://www.economist.com/world/asiaydisplaystory.cfm?storyjd=8554778. 
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infer that many people, including blood donors and patients who receive blood, are also 
infected of HBV in this way. 
5.2.2 Attribution of Discrimination 
Exempting the HBV carriers from the responsibility of contracting this virus, though 
crucial, is only part of the efforts to persuade people, both HBV carriers and non-carriers, 
into belief that the restrictions upon HBV carriers are unjustified discriminations. In 
order to qualify those restrictions as discriminations, the discourse of the Forum 
continues to argue that those restrictions are not only groundless, but also exist for the 
interest of some groups of the society. The main targets of criticism on the formation of 
restrictions are two, i.e. the market players and the state. 
The market players blamed here include both the medicine manufacturers and medical 
service providers targeting HBV and the mass media. They are blamed to have 
conspired to depict a false picture of HBV by exaggerating the seriousness and 
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infectious possibility of HBV in order to scare people to take unnecessary treatments and 
as a result has misled ordinary people into unnecessary fear of HBV. They are criticised 
as having sacrificed their social responsibility and credibility for money-making. In 
order to testify this fact, the discourse of the Forum has analyzed the relationship 
between the mass media and the medicine manufacturers and medical service providers 
and the advertisements for medicines and medical services. Manufacturers of medicines 
and providers of therapies targeting HBV are blamed for exaggerating the seriousness 
and the infectious possibility of HBV and thus mislead the ordinary people to 
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unnecessarily fear HBV. They would put misleading advertisements in the mass media. 
Generally speaking, such advertisements would firstly claim that HBV could be easily 
transmitted to friends and family and could develop into liver cancer easily. Thus they 
exaggerate the need to treat HBV. Then they would claim that the medicine or therapy in 
the advertisement could purge the virus completely and the rate for testing negative in 
HBV tests after taking such medicine or therapy would be 100%. While according to the 
information provided by the Forum, HBV could not be transmitted by casual contact and 
many HBV carriers do not need any treatment. Besides, to purge the virus completely 
and to reach the rate of 100% in testing negative in HBV tests are actually impossible. 
But the medicine manufacturers and medical service provides as well as the mass media 
are all propelled by the huge profits derived from such advertisements and they prioritize 
their profits over their credibility. Thus the market and the mass media are both blamed 
for the formation of restrictions on HBV. 
The government is also criticized for ineffective regulations over the advertisement and 
the obsolete laws and regulations mixing up different types of hepatitis together. For the 
first accusation, the Forum has attacked 14 regulations and laws they deem as containing 
discriminatory clauses, including the Law of the PRC on Prevention and Treatment of 
Infectious Disease which does not differentiate different types of hepatitis and thus 
classifies all types of hepatitis as the Class B infectious disease. For the second one, the 
Forum points out that mixing up the Hepatitis A virus which could be easily transmitted 
through saliva with the Hepatitis B virus which could not be transmitted through saliva 
is the reason for imposing so many unnecessary restrictions upon HBV carriers. 
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5.3 Summary 
As Gramsci has argued, the first step for the empowerment of the subaltern group is to 
make them regain the consciousness of their subordinate social positions (Green, 2002). 
The online BBS, Gandanxiangzhao Forum, apparently has achieved this in its users. 
To make the HBV carriers group realize their subordinate social positions, the Forum in 
the first place provides a discursive space for them to discuss the HBV issue. Only in 
this Forum the HBV issue which used to be treated as a private problem is redefined as a 
public issue and qualifies for public discussion. In the discourse of the Forum, 
alternative information which is not available in other places and contradicts the general 
conception of ordinary people is provided. The discussion is not confined to rational 
debates but emotional narrative of self-experiences are also allowed. Despite the 
existence of the digital divide, this discursive space is accessible to most people with 
access to the Internet and it maintains a relatively high level of equality among users. 
Those characteristics, although diverting from the classic four criteria put forward by 
Habermas for a unitary public sphere, are sufficient for the Forum to qualify as a 
subaltern public sphere for the HBV carriers group. 
Performing as a subaltern public sphere where alternative topics could be discussed and 
alternative information could be circulated is only the first step of injecting the 
consciousness of subordinate social status into the subaltern group. The second step is to 
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reconstruct the HBV issue and redefine the restrictions upon HBV carriers as 
discrimination. 
In order to reconstruct the HBV issue, the discourse of the Forum adopts the rhetoric of 
innocence, which is based upon the alternative map of the HBV transmission routes and 
the argument that much of the fear towards HBV carriers is groundless. On one hand, 
the discourse of the Forum blames the widespread of HBV mainly on the improper 
public health policies of the government, including the absence of government 
supervision in the collection of blood for transfusion and in the sterilization process 
during medical activities, and the failure of including the anti-HBV vaccine into the 
national compulsory immunization scheme which leads to further infections. On the 
other hand, the discourse of the Forum explains the formation of the restrictions upon 
HBV carriers as three reasons, i.e. the state power's negligence, the market and the mass 
media driven after profits. 
Thus HBV carriers should be largely exempted from any responsibilities of contracting 
HBV and being restricted because of carrying HBV. Furthermore, since the restrictions 
are groundless considering the transmission routes provided by the Forum, they are 
successfully defined as discrimination. Abolishing such discriminations is clearly 
desirable. 
Therefore, through the discourse of this subaltern public sphere, the subaltern group has 
not only regained the consciousness of their subordinate social status but also has 
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provided convincing arguments that their subordinate social status is the result of unfair 
discrimination. Abolishing such discriminations is clearly desirable, which provides the 
basis for further empowerment and collective action. 
7 2 
6 Empowerment and Collective Action 
As a subaltern public sphere, the Forum is not an isolated body but embedded in a 
quartered relationship, with the state, the market and the mass media as the dominant 
public sphere in this research as its three external parties. Interactions among them are 
dynamic, with the three external parties tend to influence the subaltern public sphere 
while the subaltern public sphere, trying to resist such attempts through both discursive 
practices and the mobilization of collective action. 
Collective action spawned by the Forum could empower the subaltern group in two 
ways. On one hand it aims at eliminating the discrimination imposed upon the 
participants of the Forum and thus is directed to the forces that are conducive to the 
formation of restrictions upon the Forum's participants. On the other hand the collective 
action helps to better maintain the Forum as a subaltern public sphere against its external 
parties which, as mentioned above, are the state, the market and the mass media. 
6.1 The State 
The state in my research refers to the "political society" in Gramsci's sense, including 
government, the military and the legal system (Green, 2002). As in China the military, 
legal system and the government are all in fact controlled by the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP), the three are closely intertwined and efforts directed to any one of them 
could influence the other bodies. 
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In the western society where Habermas originally put forward the concept of public 
sphere, the political society is governed by the principle of separation of powers, with 
the legislative, executive and judicial powers checking and balancing each other. As the 
legislative power is representative of the public and relying on the public in granting it 
legitimacy, it has to be responsible for the public. Therefore even a weak public sphere 
which only generating public opinions without getting involved in the decision-making 
process could hold the state accountable with its all-inclusive membership. Not to 
mention a strong public sphere which is has a say in the decision-making process. 
But in China, there is no room for this principle with the CCP controlling all aspects of 
the state and there is no separation of powers. Further, the legislative power, i.e. the 
National People's Congress (NPC), is under the state control with its delegated 
appointed by the Party rather than directly elected by the public. Therefore it is difficult 
for the public sphere to hold the state accountable. 
The Forum's relationship with the state, as a subaltern public sphere, is quite 
complicated. The publics in Habermas's studies as a weak public sphere might be 
powerful in holding the state accountable for the society considering its all-including 
membership. But for a subaltern public sphere, its publicity and its opinion generated 
could be readily dismissed by the dominant groups and its granting of legitimacy is of 
little importance to the dominant groups unless it is a strong public sphere and could 
represent its members in the decision-making process. The influences between the 
Forum and the state is reciprocal, with the state trying to regulate the Forum and its 
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participants and reacting to the Forum's demands while the Forum's participants striving 
to generate and channel its demands to the state under the state's regulations. 
6.1.1 State's Impact on HBV Carriers 
The state is not only blamed by the Forum's participants as mainly responsible for the 
widespread of the disease but also blamed as partially responsible for the restrictions 
imposed upon HBV carriers group. 
The state's attitude towards the HBV carriers group is regarded as exemplary for the 
society in their attitudes towards this group. It is generally held by the Forum's 
participants that the compulsory health checks for civil servants recruitment set the 
earliest example for other enterprises and educational institutions to follow suit. And 
laws and regulations with clauses restricting the HBV carriers along with carriers of 
other types of Hepatitis virus are one important reason for the widespread restrictions in 
the nation on HBV carriers. Those negative impacts brought about by the state's 
negative attitudes towards the HBV carriers group are exacerbated by the government's 
insufficient and ineffective regulation over the market, especially the advertising market. 
Although there were some regulations over advertisements for medicine and medical 
services, such as the Law on Advertisement, Standards for Censoring Advertisements for 
Medicines and Measures for Censoring Advertisements for Medicines, those regulations 
did not stipulate clearly the procedures of censorship and punishment for violating them, 
which amount to few effects in regulating the market (Li, 2005). 
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Therefore, for the Forum, the three major objects of opposition against the state are the 
Standards for Health Checks for Civil Servants Recruitment, the laws and regulations 
containing discriminatory clauses against the HBV carriers and the inadequate 
regulation over the advertising market for medicines and medical services. 
6.1.2 Resistance Enabled by the Internet 
The establishment of the Gandanxiangzhao Forum, as a type of Bulletin Board System 
(BBS), is a case in point illustrating how the Internet opens up opportunities for 
subaltern groups with limited resources. 
The Forum was at the very first set up by a university student, Wei Kenan. A HBV 
carrier himself, Wei's original idea was to organize an association for HBV carriers. As 
other many people who want to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs for a non-
profit civil association, Wei's efforts were also thwarted. Then he turned to the Internet. 
Registering for a free space in the Internet, he set up a home for HBV carriers. 
From this case we can see while the group cannot register as an NGO with the 
government, establishing an online Forum becomes a better choice, requiring fewer 
resources and overcoming the geographic obstacles given the widely dispersed HBV 
carriers in China and even overseas. This is also why chat rooms and BBS's in Chinese 
cyberspace have been mushrooming since 1995 when the Internet was first adopted in 
civil use. Widely different topics are being discussed in such discursive spaces and 
public opinions generated, sometimes so powerful that the state could not ignore them. 
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United we stand and divided we fall. This is why the Forum could successful exert 
influences on the state. The Internet provides a chance for the group to mobilize its 
members on a national scale which would form a strong opinion and thus enhance their 
pressure with the state and influence the state's agenda. To assess the achievement made 
by the Forum to empower its users, I will adopt the typology that divides citizen 
participation into eight levels (Amstein, 1969). Arnstein divides citizen participation 
into three broad levels. The lowest level is non-participation including manipulation and 
therapy, in the middle being tokenism with informing, consultation and placation under 
it and the highest level is citizen power referring to partnership, delegated power and 
citizen control. In the following I will examine in turn the different collective action and 
their effects in empowering the participants. 
Gathering and Channelling Demands 
The interaction between ordinary people and the government is quite limited in China, 
lacking an effective mechanism of channelling demands from bottom-up. What is more, 
considering the state's control over civil associations, the voice of ordinary people is 
weak and dispersed and difficult to develop into a strong, unitary voice in the real world. 
Therefore, one important mission of the Forum is to gather together the weak voices and 
channel them to the high rank officials. And organizing petition through the Forum is the 
method chosen by them. 
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In June 2003，a user nicknamed brokenheart proposed to organize a petition inspired by 
the Sun Zhigang (孫志岡！J)case. Sun, a young man from Hubei province, was taken into 
custody in Guangzhou as he did not carry his ID with him and later he was beaten to 
death in custody in March 2003. This case stirred three doctors in Law to write a petition 
publicly to the NPC, demanding a review in light of the constitution of the Regulations 
on Custody and Repatriation issued in 1982 under which Sun was detained. Very 
quickly, the government abolished this regulation which had been in force for over 20 
years. This case was regarded as a milestone for the success of public opinion in the 
democratization process. And shortly after this case more than 20 petition letters have 
been sent to NPC up to July 2004，asking review of regulations including the system of 
labour education and rehabilitation and the eviction regulation (Ten, 2004; Liang, 2006). 
Following this wave of petition for reviewing regulations and laws in light of the 
constitution in October 2003 the Forum organized a petition to review laws and 
regulations in light of the constitution to abolish any clause that contains discriminatory 
contents against HBV. 
Echoing brokenheart's proposal another user nicknamed Xiao Guzi(/j�穀子)，a master in 
Law from Peking University, drafted the petition letter demanding a review of the 
Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants Recruitment in light of the constitution. 
After discussing the content of the letter in the Forum, the Forum started to mobilize its 
users to sign in this letter. As the signature requires true name and true ID number, many 
users hesitated for fear of leaking their pathological status and getting into trouble with 
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the government. But finally over 1000 signatures were collected and were sent with the 
petition letter to officials of the Ministry of Health and the National People's Congress. 
This petition for the first time articulated the HBV carrier groups' demands for equal 
opportunities in seeking employment and education, with the focus on the Civil Servants 
Recruitment in the hope that changes in this standard could set up a positive example for 
the whole society. 
Influence the Agenda of Power Institutions 
While organizing petitions is an effective way of articulating public opinions and 
channeling them to the state, this method still only empowers the subaltern group in the 
sense of a weak public, only generating public opinion but not involved in the decision-
making process. To actively seek to get involved into the decision-making process, the 
Forum adopts a position of providing advices to those in power. This strategy could be 
seen in two aspects, one in the Forum's efforts to persuade delegates to the two 
conferences, NPC and the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). 
Besides, to propose protective proposals for the HBV carriers, the other in the Forum 
quick responses to the inquiries from the government. 
Legally, the NPC is the highest state body of China and holds the supreme power. 
Besides, CPPCC, as a political advisory body, is the institution endowed with the 
mission of uniting all walks of people. Every year in spring the two institutions would 
hold their annual sessions at the same time and delegates from all over the country 
would gather in Beijing to discuss and vote for bills. The two conferences are the best 
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opportunity possible in the existing political system for the delegates and the groups 
represented by the delegates to articulate their voices and influence the decision-making 
process. Although there is no specific delegate for the HBV carriers group in either of 
the two conferences, the Forum has been making constant efforts of persuading 
delegates to propose bills for protecting the HBV carriers against discriminations. 
This method was inspired in the 2002 session of CPPCC by a Professor Zhou Chaofan 
(周超凡）who proposed to protect HBV carriers against discriminations. This action, 
though not result of the Forum's efforts, has pointed one important legal strategy for the 
users of the Forum to get involved in the decision-making process, though only in a very 
limited way. 
In years following 2002, persuading delegates to either NPC or CPPCC at every level 
has been the main task of the Forum's participants in every spring. Some users of the 
Forum would draft different proposals calling for protections of HBV carriers from 
different aspects, such as forbidding the compulsory HBV tests and classify the test 
results as privacy. Some users would search in the Internet to collect the contact 
information of possible delegates to the two conferences. Then users in the same place 
with the possible delegates would contact the delegates in person, bringing along the 
prepared materials and trying to persuade them to put forward the proposal during the 
sessions. 
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Presenting as an Advisory Body to Influence the Decision-making 
Besides, in rare cases of the government consulting the public for some bills the Forum 
would response at an advisory body to provide consultancy to the government. 
In 2004 the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Personnel posted a notice on their 
websites, inviting public opinions about a new General Standard for Health Checks for 
Civil Servants Recruitment (Trial) through email. This is the first national standard that 
has invited opinions publicly online and attracted many reports and quotations from 
portal websites (Wei, 2004). In the draft firstly published on the website of the Ministry 
of Health, all HBV carriers with normal liver functions are qualified for civil service, but 
the compulsory HBV test is retained. 
This news was set on the top of all boards within the Forum to emphasize on its 
importance. The users of the Forum felt the need to articulate their voices as the group 
directly influenced by the standard and another petition was organized. In 6 August 2004, 
initiated and organized by the Forum, a petition letter with over 4000 signatures were 
sent to the Premiere Wen Jiaobao (�溫家寶）The petition mainly suggested forbidding 
the compulsory HBV test since it is regarded as the best solution to prevent any possible 
discrimination. Four days later, in August 10, a notice was posted on the website of the 
Ministry of Health, praising the petition. In August 31 when the consultancy period ends, 
the Ministry of Health has received 3162 emails from the society with 75% of them 
about the HBV issue (Wang, 2004). 
A long way to go to oppose discrimination against HBV. Southern Weekend. Retrieved on July 22， 
2007 from http://www.southcn.eom/weekend/commend/200510270009.htm. 
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On September 10，2004, the BM of the Board on Rights for Carriers, Lu Jun, went to 
Beijing commissioned by the Forum to hand in a suggestion letter to the relevant 
departments of the central government to repeat the group's demand for equal rights. In 
September 21 Lu Jun received a phone call informing him that relevant officials have 
got the letter. 
A second round of opinions inviting was launched again from November 11 to 15 of 
20004. A clause banning any discrimination on carriers of infectious diseases was 
added to the revised Law of the PRC on Prevention and Treatment of Infectious Disease 
published in December 2004. On January 20 '^' 2005, the General Standard of Health 
Checks for Civil Servants Recruitments (Trial) was formally published. Both all HBV 
carriers with normal liver function are qualified just as the first draft stipulated. But 
nothing was said about the methods of health check, which means that the HBV test is 
not forbidden. Finally in May 2007 the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Personnel 
issued a joint regulation forbidding compulsory HBV tests during recruitments. 
The strategy of posing as an advisory body for those in power is effective in involve the 
Forum into the decision-making process, though in a very limited extent. And there is no 
guarantee for systematic involvement into the decision-making as most of the time it 
depends on one specific person or particular timing. 
t 
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Launching Lawsuits against the Government 
Also in 2003，a HBV carrier, Zhang Xianzhu, sued against the local government with the 
help of the Forum after he was turned down from the Civil Servants Recruitments 
because of testing positive in HBV test. The Forum not only encouraged Zhang to start 
the lawsuit by words, but also assisted in the whole process of lawsuit including finding 
a lawyer to provide legal consultancy, contacting media in order to exert pressure and 
even raising money to cover the expenses. Although the judge circumvented the 
question of whether such standards for health checks are against the constitution or not, 
nonetheless it was praised as the First Case against Discriminations against HBV. 
Following this, a specific board named Legal Consultation was set up. A handful of 
lawyers are invited to take the BMs of the board and provide legal advice to those who 
want to start lawsuits against discriminatory measures against HBV carriers. What is 
more, the Forum has been receiving donations from individuals to cover the expenses of 
such lawsuits. According to Lu in his mobilization of users into starting lawsuits, "we 
provide the money, the necessary knowledge and time, all you need to do is to start a 
lawsuit in your own name. It is not detrimental to you at all while beneficial to the whole 
group in a great sense." 
As I introduced in the background the judicial and administrative powers in China are 
not separated in strict sense and the no result of the lawsuits against the government has 
tackle the issue of discrimination squarely. But such strategies do have an impact in 
pushing the state to rethink its attitude towards this subaltern group and revise its 
previous practices. 
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6.1.3 Challenges from the State 
Regulation in Cyberspace 
But there are still many challenges for the empowerment by the Internet from the state. 
When the Internet was introduced into China in 1995, many China watchers hailed the 
introduction in the hope that the Internet's characteristic of decentralization would 
effective circumvent the government's control and open up a whole new space for the 
development of democracy (Taubman, 1998; Chase & Mulvenon, 2002). Of course such 
optimism was disappointed. A whole system of control on the Internet has been 
designed by the government, which could be divided into the regulations aspect and the 
public security aspect. Regulations and laws imposing strict controls over the Internet 
have been issued by the state, including requirements that all BBS's have to keep the 
records for 60 days including the contents of the posts and the detailed information of 
users such as IP address and personal data and provide them on demand to the 
authorities'"^. Net police with college education and good knowledge of information 
technology are recruited at every level of the public security institutions and keep close 
surveillance over the content of the Internet (Feng, 2006; Zhou, 2006). 
Control in the real world 
As already established by previous studies, the online world is closely related with the 
offline reality and thus controls in the real world could significantly influence the 
development in cyberspace (Wellman, 1996; Nip, 2004; Friedman, 2007). With the 
'''Regulation on Internet Bulletin Board System Service of the People's Republic of China issued by 
Ministry of Information Industry in 2000. 
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development of the Forum, an association in the real world is needed. For example as a 
forum in the cyberspace it cannot receive donations for rights demanding activities in the 
name of the Forum. Instead a particular participant of the Forum has to receive the 
donations in his/her own name, which causes many troubles in the efficiency and the 
safety of the money. 
Only existing as an association registered with the government could the Forum function 
in the real world in its name as a collective. I have found many posts, especially in the 
early stage, suggesting establishing a non-profit civil association. But this has turned out 
to be virtually impossible. 
Just as Blackman told me, "Some participants have gone to the relevant government 
departments and found out that it is almost impossible. A legal non-profit civil 
association has to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. But before you can register 
you have to secure a supervisory body within the government. No one would take that 
responsibility unless it is told to do so by the government." Therefore, "organization is a 
taboo topic and this word is among the list of sensitive words that would be screened by 
the system automatically" (April, 2007). 
Therefore, the difficult of gaining a legal standing as a non-profit civil association in the 
real world hinders the further development of the online Forum in demanding their 
rights. They have to rely solely on the Internet to gather and organize. We can see 
clearly the state's efforts in controlling associations and fear for organizations. 
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6.1.4 Compromise with the State 
The Forum, although never facing the threat from the state to close it down up to now, is 
clearly conscious of the fact that the state is closely watching its activities and activities 
that go beyond the state's tolerance would threat its existence. Their worries do not 
come from nowhere. Generally speaking the Great Fire Wall and the news reports about 
China's censorship on the Internet all remind the Forum of the possible dangers. 
Specifically, all of my interviewees have mentioned that the net police would intervene 
into the management of the Forum and the local public security bureaus would ask the 
Forum to submit the IP address of some activists and question them. 
Lu: 'Actually most of the BMs and FMs maintain contacts with the net police. Take 
myself for example. Several net police officers are on my MSN contact list. They 
initiated the contact. The period during the two annual sessions of NPC and CPPCC 
is very sensitive. All the posts on the Board on Rights for Carriers are closely 
monitored by the net police and the BMs and FMs generally are cooperative.' 'We 
would submit all the discussions during that period for reviewing, and we would 
give out the IP address of a specific person at the net police's demand. For example 
one user mentioned to revenge by setting fire and we gave his IP address to the net 
police at their demand.' (April, 2007) 
Reacting to those controls, either explicit or implicit, the Forum adopts a very 
cooperative position, at least on the surface. The BMs started to implement a relative 
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strict censorship since 2005，especially on the Board on Rights for Carriers as this is the 
board mostly closely monitored by the state. 
For example, before the two conferences were held in 2005 the Forum upgraded its 
system so that some sensitive words are screened and would be replaced by the asterisk 
sign, and in the Board on Rights for Carriers, the most sensitive and radical board within 
the Forum any post that contains the sensitive words has to be approved by the BMs 
before it can appear on the board. The sensitive words include organize/organization, 
march, party, government, revolution, etc. According to Lu, such measures are adopted 
by the Forum's own decision, not at the requirement of the net police. 
Self-censorship is not only reflected in the discourse of the Forum, but also reflected in 
collective action initiated from the Forum. For example, in 2004 more and more media 
attempted to interview relevant participants for reports about HBV carriers' conditions 
in China. But a notice issued by the official ID HBVHBV clearly state that 
"1 All the managerial staff of the Forum should not accept any interview requests 
from foreign media unless in cooperation with domestic legal organizations. 
Otherwise would be repelled or disqualified any titles they hold. 
2 According to the situations of China, we oppose to any discussion about 
contacting foreign media or accepting their interviews in any board of the Forum. 
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Also we oppose seeking assistance from foreign organizations and any human 
rights agencies abroad. “ (April, 2004) 
Lu said in a post when discussing the possibility of registering an association, "the most 
effective way of demanding rights in China is to rely on the government, while the least 
effective way is to exert pressure on the government just like the Americans. If the 
government grows cautious of us, our conditions will worsen" (October, 2004) This is 
very understandable since those present in the cyberspace are with relative better 
socioeconomic status and they do not want fundamental changes but only minor 
revisions in the state's practices. And all the above materials presented in this section are 
strong testimonies to the negative influence of the state, explicit or implicit, over the 
Forum's independence. 
6.2 The Market 
Before 1978，the Chinese economy is the planned economy, controlled closely by the 
state. However, since the beginning of post-Mao reform the Chinese government started 
to transform its economy into a market form. During the transformation lots of problems 
have emerged. With the state power backing out of the market, too few regulations 
expose the market's ultimate goal of maximizing profits. By nature the market force 
profit by privatizing all the services and commodities thus the individuals have to pay. 
The socially vulnerable groups, such as workers and peasants, were previously protected 
by the state's regulations and could maintain an acceptable level of living conditions. 
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But after the reform many regulations over the market were abolished and the groups 
were left to the hands of the market. 
Moreover, with the continuing control from the state, associations organized by the 
vulnerable groups themselves were very few. Therefore the members of those groups 
were dispersed as individuals with little chance of organizing together. This atomized 
condition of individuals makes them powerless in front of the market forces as they are 
confined to the private sphere and no public sphere could be generated beyond this 
private sphere. The idea of the Forum to resist the market force is mainly by abiding to 
the public interest principle, to eliminate private interest and resist the privatization of 
the market force. 
6.2.1 Market Domination 
There are two explicit relationships of domination in the market that lead to the 
restrictions upon HBV carriers. One relationship is that between HBV carriers as 
purchasers of medical products including medicines and medical services and the 
providers of medical products such as hospitals and medicine manufacturers. In the 
planned economy before the 1980s, the enterprises such as the medicine manufacturers 
were all owned the state and the profit they made had little to do with the salary their 
employers earned. It was the same for medical service providers such as hospitals. With 
the transformation into market economy and especially the reform in the health care 
sector, the enterprises are all governed by the principles of the market and how much 
their employers earn depends on how much they profit. Medical service has been 
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transformed from a public welfare to commodities (Yao, 2007). Now the average cost 
for treating HBV per year for one HBV carrier/patient is about 28,000 RMB, forming a 
huge market estimated at 10 billion RMB a year^^. No wonder the competition in this 
market is so fierce that advertisements in mass media are so important in promoting the 
sales. 
The other relationship is the labour market constituted by the employers and employees, 
including job seekers. Since the 1990s the job market has been filled with redundant job 
seekers, ranging from the workers laid-off from State Owned Enterprises after the 
reform to the fresh graduates. College graduates are facing particular pressure in finding 
an ideal job. Although the number of college graduates has been increasing, especially 
since 1999 when the number increased by 40% in single one year, the state has given up 
its allocation practices which allocates every college graduate to a job. Instead the 
graduates have to find jobs by themselves and it is unavoidable that some would fail to 
find a job upon graduation (Mo & Liu，2003). Since the job market is a buyer market 
with the job seeker swarming into it, the employers are in an advantageous position and 
they tend to refuse HBV carriers as the result of the lack of a wholesome welfare system 
and modelling after the Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants Recruitment 
which was issued in 1994. The standard in 1994 firstly disqualifies HBV carriers from 
civil servants. Since then many enterprises have been modelling after it. According to a 
recent survey conducted by Chinese Foundation for Hepatitis Prevention and Control, 
15 A survey commissioned by Chinese Foundation for Hepatitis Prevention and Control, executed by 
Gandanxiangzhao Forum and Shanghai Jiaotong University jointly. It is done by online 
questionnaires targeting HBV carriers. Retrieved on June 20，2007 from 
http://www.chinesehepatology.net.cn/NEWS/shownews.asp?id=438. 
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96% of foreign enterprises in China demand a compulsory HBV test during recruitment 
without necessary reasons and over 80% of them refuse to employ HBV carriers, with 
many famous multinational companies among them^^. Foreign enterprises in China are 
regarded as providing the best job opportunities for many college graduates and their 
refusal to employ HBV carrier is one potent example for the restrictions the HBV 
carriers are facing in China. 
In addition to the two explicit pairs of relationship, there is one more relationship which 
is nonetheless important though implicit, i.e. the tendency to commercialize the Forum 
and profit from the Forum. This is corresponding to the market's tendency to privatize 
everything and make them into commodities. 
6.2.2 Resistance against the Market 
Without the emergence of such a subaltern public sphere for HBV carriers, the HBV 
carriers are dispersed individuals and all of them belong to the private sphere under the 
market's influence. The atomized conditions of the individuals make them powerless in 
front of the market forces. But through new online possibilities, a subaltern public 
emerges from the subaltern group. Gathering their efforts and resources together, their 
bargaining power with the market force has significantly increased. 
16 Report on the Employment of HBV Carriers, conducted by Chinese Foundations for Hepatitis 




One important function of subaltern public sphere is to distribute information that cannot 
circulate freely in other discursive spaces. In the subaltern public sphere embedded in 
the Forum, there are two information networks, one underground and the other open. 
The underground one is to resist the domination from the employers. 
In the employment market, with the expansion of college students' recruitment, more 
fresh graduates swarm into the job market and the imbalance between demands and 
supply places the employers in an advantageous position. This leaves the employees 
vulnerable and the potential employees with HBV even more difficult in finding a job 
with the routines of compulsory HBV tests included in health checks. Therefore, an 
underground information network has been formed in order to change the 
disadvantageous position of employees and job-hunters with HBV. 
Since cheating is generally considered immoral the very first task of this underground 
network is to justify this tactic. The post which best summarize the justification 
supported by the Forum is a post named "We ought to be honest, but we need to be 
honest with wisdom" (September, 2006) by a user nicknamed Easy (輕鬆).Comparing 
the cheating in HBV tests to the police as inside man in criminal triad society, the author 
argues that cheating in HBV test is righteous and should be protected. Asking "why 
should we pay for the wrong discrimination of the society? Why couldn't we fight 
against the injustice with our wisdom? This is also a fight", the author refutes the 
illusion held by some fresh graduates that the employer would sympathize with them 
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and they do not need to cheat in health checks to secure a job. Cheating in health checks 
thus is regarded as "the most effective and safe" method in order to get a satisfactory job. 
This post, firstly posted by the author in September 2006，was marked by the BM as 
"essence" and was read over 1300 times by July 2007. In January 2007，the peak time 
for fresh graduates to hunt jobs, the author posted it again to remind the fresh graduates 
and this time was read over 3300 times by July 2007. This is powerful evidence that this 
attitude is popular within the Forum. 
With the justification, the posts of the Forum proceeds to form an underground 
information network. This network provides information not only about the detailed 
requirement of many enterprises concerning the results of HBV tests but also design a 
whole process of hiding the fact of their pathological conditions from the enterprises, 
including information about finding a ghost attendee for the health checks and about 
how to persuade and bribe the doctors in charge in order to change the results of health 
checks. As a user nicknamed Shan Zhuyu (山茱萸）said, the Forum would provide, “one, 
some honorary fighting experiences of some old friends in order to help new friends to 
enhance their fighting ability in a short time; two, as much information as possible 
(about the requirements of the result of HBV tests of employers) in order to help some 
friends to decide their main targets when hunting jobs." 
Discussions under this theme could be divided into three kinds. One is to collect 
information about health checks. The second is to ask for help. The third one is about 
finding ghost attendee for health checks. 
93 
For the first kind, there are several main posts tied to the top of the Board on Career by 
the BM of the board in order to emphasize their importance and attract more replies. 
One is the post "Collect positive information: The employers accept HBV carriers" by 
user "pandalover" posted on October 2004. This has been read over 99,300 times and 
has attracted over 600 replies by July 2007. Another post is "Collect the requirements of 
colleges and universities for recruiting staff by a user nicknamed "xkfy" posted on 
April 2007. It has been read over 1500 times and has attracted nearly 100 replies by July 
2007. 
For the second kind, for example, a user posted as follows: 
"I am at Fuji an Province and I was refused two times for the civil service before 
just because I am an HBVer. This year I plan to apply for the public police. Do any 
of you know the procedures of health checks? Thanks!" (March, 2005) 
There are 9 replies to this post. Some told him that to cheat in the health check for Civil 
Servants is extremely difficult. Some told him that if he was at Xiamen City of Fujian 
Province then it is almost impossible because the hospital uses password for health 
checks. The only way is to bribe those in charge of health checks or find someone looks 
alike as ghost. 
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The third kind including posts asking for ghosts such as "Need a ghost for health check 
urgently! I am male at Shanghai and I am willing to pay generously for the ghost!" 
(April, 2006) and posts providing ghost services such as "I am a female at Chengdu. I 
used to be a HBV carrier before but I am now testing negative in HBV tests. I am 
willing to help my fellow fighter in health checks for free!" (August, 2006). 
Besides the posts in the Forum, some users of the Forum have set up QQ group by 
themselves. QQ is the most utilized local chatting tool in China. And QQ group could 
allow a group of users of QQ to talk at the same time. A user has to pass a ID check 
before he or she is allowed into the QQ group, which greatly protects the privacy of the 
QQ groups. There are several QQ groups set up by participants of the Forum according 
to the different provinces they are in. This is because China is so huge and one province 
could differ from the other greatly. And in the QQ group they could exchange 
information about specific employer, the detailed procedures of health checks in 
different hospitals and information about finding ghosts. 
Although cheating is a very important method and is a popular topic among HBV 
carriers, it is a taboo for a non-HBV carrier to ask. Clearly conscious that such 
information can not be leaked to the whole society, they are very careful in relaying such 
messages. For example, all the posts discussing cheating in health checks are not 
allowed to public boards such as the Board on Rights for Carriers because those boards 
can be browsed by everyone on the Internet and they fear that outsiders would hold 
those information against HBV carriers by cutting their information flow and adopting 
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counter measures. Almost all relevant discussions are confined to the "Board on Career" 
which can only be viewed by users who has registered with the Forum for over 43200 
minutes, i.e. 30 days. This is specifically designed in order to protect the secrecy of this 
network. Even in the Board on Career, posts about cheating avoid talking about details. 
They would provide an email address or ask for one to one message to secure the 
secrecy of detailed methods. 
Open Network 
The basis of the Forum, acknowledged by medline, the actual owner of the Forum, in a 
post in 2006 is the Section on Medicine, which provides information for free, in contrast 
to the market's tendency to make everything into commodities. 
The economic burdens on the HBV patients are very heavy. Statistics show that the 
money for 24% of hospitalized HBV patients is borrowed. And many poor patients have 
to give up the in-hospital treatment and turn to so called folk prescriptions in order to 
save m o n e y 17. This provides space for fake medicines and therapies. 
In order to warn the users of the Forum of those fake medicines and therapies, the Forum 
has formed an information network in the Section on Medicine. Not only could HBV 
carriers exchange their experience in treating the disease but also could consult the 
opinions of doctors specializing in hepatitis. Furthermore the Forum has been making 
constant efforts to remind people of the pitfalls in medical information. For example, in 
17 Report and Analyses on the Epidemic Condition of Hepatitis in China. Retrieved on July 1, 2007 
from http://health.66wz.eom/system/2005/09/30/100006209.shtml. 
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the string under the post "List of fake medicines and therapies" starting from January 
2007, more and more information is being added in about fake medicines and therapies 
and their advertisements, most of them being links to previous posts targeting a specific 
fake medicine or therapy. In addition, on the front page of the Forum a notice warns that 
“If you need treatment we recommend you to go to state run hospitals rating above 
Second A. Do not believe in any medical advertisements or advertisements in news 
report format." 
Boycott 
Besides forming information networks to battle employers, the HBV carriers have 
staged several boycotts against products of the companies which refuse to recruit HBV 
carriers. The first and most influential one is the boycott against TCL, a famous Chinese 
enterprise. 
This boycott was initiated by an interview with the human resource manager of TCL. 
This interview, after being posted on the Sohu，angered some HBV carriers because one 
of its requirements is "with no Hepatitis virus". On January 27 2004 a user nicknamed 
"Human Rights Supreme" called for all HBV carriers to boycott TCL Group's products 
in the post "TCL Group Discriminate HBV Patients! I suggest using it as the negative 
example!" Further in February 2004 another user nicknamed Broken Album (破唱片） 
listed the products of TCL Group in his post "Declare war on the enterprise which 
discriminate against HBV!" 
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This boycott was supported by many netizens and has attracted some media reports. 
Finally TCL agree to do away with restrictions on HBV carriers, at least on the surface. 
Public Interest Principle 
As the Forum insists on its public interests principle, i.e. all the money needed to run the 
Forum is raised from users while no commercial sponsorship is accepted, the Forum 
successfully resists the encroachment from the market force, no matter it is medicine and 
medical service providers or as employers. The Forum's relationship with the market is 
rather confrontational, considering that the two parts' interests are direct in clash. 
At the very earliest stage of the Forum's development, i.e. the period when Kenan was 
the administrator of the Forum, the services and space for running the Forum were 
provided for free except for that Kenan had to pay for the Internet access. Although 
Kenan knew that allowing advertisements in the Forum would make him some money 
he refused such suggestions because advertisements would affect the speed of visiting 
the Forum which would lead to draining away of users. 
With the development of the Forum, the free space could not sustain so many users and 
new space is needed to be bought in order to maintain the Forum in 2001. A user, 
nicknamed medline, paid for the services for the Forum from his own pocket. And since 
then he has been the actual owner of this Forum because the service was bought in his 
name. In 2002, with the Forum upgraded and more service fees needed to maintain it, a 
donation was arranged to raise money for the service fees among the users from May to 
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June 2002. Over 7,000 RMB was raised while the fee for one year's service is only 
3,000 RMB. After this donation, several more donations were also arranged for 
demanding rights activities such as facilitating the lawsuits against discriminations 
against HBV, educating scientific knowledge to the general public and publicizing the 
groups' demands for equal rights. Thus the Forum relies on the donations from its users 
rather than the revenues from advertisements, which helps the Forum to resist the 
medical products providers' influence. 
6.2.3 Challenges from the market 
Just as Fraser pointed out, since the oppositional energy of individual groups and 
subcultures is more often neutralized in the marketplace or polarized in a reductive 
competition of victimizations, the proliferation of subaltern counterpublics does not 
necessarily lead to a multiplication of forces (Hansen, 1993: xxxvii). But in the Forum's 
case, the market's attempts to control the Forum are few and impotent. 
For example, some medicine providers such as Su Li Te (速立特）would post 
advertisements in the Forum repeatedly but such advertisements are be easily detected 
and deleted by the BMs. Or in 2005 when the volunteers arranged by the Forum was 
conducting science education about HBV at Wuhan, several men bought by Han Da 
Kang (韓達康)，a medicine which claims could completely purge the HBV virus of the 
carriers, beat the volunteers in order to stop their science education. Immediately this 
accident stirred lots of anger in the Forum towards Han Da Kang specifically and the 
providers of medical products generally. This only deteriorated the relationship between 
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the Forum and the market and made it more confrontational, which is beneficial to the 
participants of the Forum but not to the market. Therefore the Forum is quite successful 
in empowering its participant in this particular regard. 
However with time going into 2005 and the Forum becoming the most influential 
discursive space for HBV carriers, tendency to commercialize the Forum from within 
surfaced. At about October 2005 Lu Jim, as the most famous member of Forum and the 
the FM who is actually administrating the Forum, started to cooperate with Ai Zhixing, a 
NGO advocating the rights for HIV/AIDS patients in China, in demanding rights for 
HBV carriers. Roughly at the same time, he also proposed to set up a corporation based 
on the Forum, with the BMs of the Forum taking up a certain amount of shares of the 
corporation proportionate to the money he or she put out initially for setting up the 
corporation. This proposal was firstly kept in secrecy and was only discussed in boards 
with limited access only to BMs and FMs. But later it was leaked and many other senior 
users also learned about it. 
In Lu's opinion, Forum needs a legal standing to function in a collective's name legally 
and to enhance the efficiency of organizing activities such as receiving donations and 
sponsorships. And considering the difficulty in registering as an NGO, he proposed to 
set up a corporation instead in order to circumvent this problem. In his proposal, the 
corporation could apply for research funding sponsored by overseas foundations and 
conduct research on HBV carriers in China. Ai Zhixing, as an established NGO with 
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foreign background, could no doubt provide many experiences as to how to advocate 
their goals and mobilize assistance globally. 
Such proposals led to a great dispute and the division of the Forum into two camps. 
Supporters applauded it as it was supposed to improve the efficiency of rights 
demanding activities. Opponents worried that the Forum could be colonized by market 
relations and degraded as tools for making money. They worried that shareholders of the 
proposed corporation would benefit personally and that Lu might have benefited 
personally during the cooperation with Ai Zhixing. They were extremely angry with the 
fact that this proposal was intended to be kept as a secret and criticized this could only 
add to their distrust over such proposal. 
This dispute, lasting for nearly a year, eventually led to the leaving of a majority of BMs 
in the Section on Medicine and the breaking up of the Forum. No matter what, we can 
see that when it comes to the personal interests, serious disputes could easily crop up 
and do unconvertible damage to the Forum. 
6.3 The Mass Media 
By mass media here I refer to both the reports and the advertisements carried by mass 
media. Mass media in the Chinese context is characterized by the dual influence of the 
state and the market. On one hand all of their reports have to be politically correct and 
under strict supervision of government bodies, on the other hand they have to seek 
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profits from the market with the subsidies from the government greatly reduced since the 
reform in the 1980s (Chan, 1992; Lee, 1994; Liu, 1998). 
So the HBV carriers group's struggle with mass media can be quite subtle and 
complicated. But this is necessary for the Forum, not only for the independence of 
discourse of the subaltern public sphere but also for any concrete social change which 
could fundamentally change the status of the subaltern group. 
In order to "tap the larger public sphere of nationwide television and press", oppositional 
groups disrupted "operations on the local level" (Hansen, 1993: xii).This is a new 
dimension introduced into public sphere by the civil rights movements and protests 
against the Vietnam War. In my research, this refers to how the subaltern group tries to 
tap the dominant public sphere of mass media in order to publicize their demands by 
manufacturing some events they deem the mass media would be interested in. 
Insinuating into the dominant public sphere is important yet difficult for subaltern public 
sphere because by definition it should support alternative discourse different from the 
dominant public. 
6.3.1 Mass Media's Domination 
Absence from Reports 
The HBV carriers as a group had been absent from the mass media for many years. 
According to a study on three influential newspapers, the People's Daily, Yangcheng 
Evening News and South Weekend, the number of reports on HBV averages between 10 
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to 20 from 2000 to 2003 (Xie & Liao，2007), and most of them are just about the 
progress in the treatment and prevention of this virus, making no mention of the people 
already carrying it. 
There are several reasons behind such absence before 2003. Firstly, simply as a kind of 
infectious disease, the existence of HBV is not a piece of news and thus carriers of HBV 
was considered not newsworthy by the reporters before. Secondly, according to our 
previous analyses, reporting on the HBV carriers as a social problem would unavoidably 
touch the role the government have played in the prevention and control of this disease, 
which, as shown by the large number and high percentage of people infected with this 
virus, qualifies as a huge failure on the government's part. As the mouthpiece of the 
government, the mass media are not allowed to directly criticize the government. 
Thirdly, for reporting on HBV carriers, the treatment is an indispensable part. And when 
talk about the treatment for HBV, the high presence of medicine advertisements in mass 
media claiming that they can purge the virus is not a part that could be missed 
considering the high amount of money average HBV carriers and patients spend on their 
treatment. As the revenue from advertisements for medicines and medical services takes 
up a large amount of the whole revenue for many mass media, it is difficult for them to 
criticize their advertisers. Although officially the news reporting department and the 
advertising department is separated, the impact still insinuates. As a result, the HBV 
carriers are inadequately represented in the mass media. 
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This is similar to the situation of HIV carriers and AIDS patients in the 1980s and early 
1990s. Tracing back the history of the changing images of HIV/AIDS, we can see that 
HIV/AIDS was misrepresented in the 1980s and early 1990s by the mass media which 
fuelled a growing moral panic regarding HIV/AIDS (Albert, 1986; Gronfors & 
Stalstrom, 1987; Bayer 1991; Lester, 1992). Therefore one of the most important tasks 
of AIDS activists is to sustain counter discourse against the mass media by creating their 
own alternative media (Gillett, 2003). Those alternative media led to subaltern public 
spheres where people with HIV/AIDS would come together and as a result they have 
mobilized those infected and affected, challenged misconceptions regarding the disease, 
provided practical and useful information, and transformed power structures which in 
inhibit an effective response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic (Juhasz, 1995;Gillett, 2003: 
609-610). 
Similarly the Forum is also an example of the efforts the HBV carriers group in China 
has been making to take advantage of an alternative media, the Internet, in order to 
sustain their own subaltern public sphere. The birth of this subaltern public sphere could 
be viewed as the subaltern group's response to the failure of social institutions, 
particularly the mass media，to provide a forum for citizens to address problems and 
issues of their concerns (Atton, 2000; Downing, 2001). 
Misrepresented in Advertisements 
In the planned market there were no advertisement and mass media in China were fully 
subsidized by the government. But with the government's decision to commercialize the 
104 
mass media, the advertising market has grown spectacularly and the mass media rely 
more and more on the revenues from advertising with the subsidiaries from the 
government decreasing. Now the revenues from advertising account for the largest part 
of income for the mass media. Moreover, the advertisements for medicine and medical 
services together were contributing most to the revenues from advertising^^. 
But the advertisements tend to exaggerate the seriousness of carrying HBV and mislead 
the readers into believing that the HBV is an easily infectious virus. Propelled by huge 
profits, the mass media tend to cooperate with the advertisers without checking the 
reality of the advertisements. According to the data from the monitoring by State Drug 
Administration (SDA), the rate of TV advertisements for medical products that violates 
relevant regulations was 62% in the first nine months of the 2004 and 95% of 
advertisements for medical products in newspapers have violated relevant regulations 
(Xiao & Chen, 2005). 
Complemented by the government's weak regulation before over advertisements, the 
advertisements for fake medicines and therapies cropped up and they were crucial in the 
widespread misconception towards HBV in the society. 
A comprehensive report on media investigation. Modern Advertisements, February, 2005. 
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6.3.2 Forum's Efforts to Get Favourably Represented 
Enhance Visibility in Public Agenda 
The efforts from the Forum to influence the reports of mass media are mainly made to 
manufacture newsworthy events and contact the mass media actively in order to push up 
the HBV issue in the mass media's agenda. With the development of the Forum, users of 
the Forum are becoming more and more conscious of articulating their voices and 
demands through mass media and winning the mass media's sympathy to their rights 
demanding activities. 
The attempt to contact the mass media is greatly facilitated by the informationization of 
mass media in China, with most of them going online and publishing their email 
addresses online for readers to contact them. Sending an email is much easier than other 
methods of contacting and thus people willing to take collective action is much greater 
with this method available. Moreover as many participants are afraid of leaking their 
true identity they would prefer to get interviewed by the mass media through online 
chatting tools such as MSN and QQ in order to protect their true identity. 
The earliest interaction between the Forum and the mass media happened exactly 
because of an email sent by a user of the Forum nicknamed "abcmagic" to Southern 
Weekend, a newspaper which is the weekly newspaper with highest circulation and 
greatest influence in China'^. Later a feature named "HBV: topic of 120 million 
19 Introduction to Southern Weekly by Southern Daily News Group. Retrieved on June 30，2007 from 
http://www.nanfangdaily.com.cn/culture/nfslzm.htm. 
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Chinese" was published by Southern Weekend on July 15, 2001. This was the first time 
the Forum was reported by mass media. 
Later in April 2003, shortly after the Zhou case broke out, a user nicknamed "hbeag" 
sent an email to the News Investigation of CCTV, one of the best received investigative 
news television programmes in China. In the email hbeag told the current situations of 
the HBV carriers group and called for more understandings from the non-carriers. The 
email articulated the HBV carriers group's concern about the inequalities faced by HBV 
carriers in China. Soon after the email was set, the producer of News Investigation, 
Zhuang Yongzhi(莊永志）started to log onto the Forum to gather information and 
contact possible interviewees. According to a post by Zhuang after the programme went 
on air, the email attracted their attention on one hand because of it was in the after wave 
of Zhou Yichao Case, on the other because one of his friend is a HIV activist and 
already was paying attention to HBV issue. Later In June Zhuang and another 
reporter participated in a gathering organized by users in Beijing and knew more of the 
difficulties this group was facing. Finally this program came out on September 2003 
with the title "Discriminations of HBV". In this programme, many HBV carriers told of 
their personal experiences of many difficulties they have gone through because of their 
physical conditions, and asked for equal rights as ordinary people. 
This programme was warmly received among the participants of the Forum and 
stimulated them to make more efforts in contacting mass media. For example for the 
Case of Zhang the first report was conducted by Chengdu Evening News and this was 
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the result by the participants of the Forum's efforts to contact the mass media to 
publicize this case. Moreover the Forum has raised enough money from its users to put 
up two public interest advertisements asking for more attention to the rights of HBV 
carriers in a local newspaper, Oriental Daily, and in a local TV station, Hunan TV 
station. 
As a result of the efforts starting from 2003, the number of reports on HBV carriers as a 
group started to increase towards the end of 2003. According to the study on the number 
of reports over the HBV in three influential newspapers, i.e. People's Daily, Southern 
Weekend and Yangcheng Evening News, the number increased sharply in 2004 and 
reached a peak of 54(Xie & Liao，2007). 
Different Interpretation of Events 
The Forum sometimes would adopt a different interpretation of some events and would 
try to communicate their version to the mass media. 
Take the Case of Zhou as example. Immediately after it broke out, all of the reports in 
mass media emphasized his identity as a college graduate and contemplated over the 
failure of the college education and the pressure of finding a job for college students. 
But the Forum grasped the fact that he was disqualified from civil service just because of 
carrying HBV and the discussions were concentrated on the injustice in the Standard for 
Health Checks for Civil Servant Recruitments. Later some participants were to the court 
to listen to the trial of Zhou and took this opportunity to communicate their views to the 
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reporters who were interviewing this trial. From later reports we could see that such 
views were included in many reports and this event was successfully transformed by the 
participants' efforts from a murder case conducted by college student to a debate over 
the legitimacy of excluding HBV carriers from civil services specifically and the 
discrimination towards HBV carriers in general. 
Protest Against Misleading Advertisements 
For the advertisements containing misleading information about HBV, the participants 
of the Forum would protest collectively in order to exert more pressure. They would 
either directly protests to the media carrying the advertisements or protests to the 
supervisory government bodies in charge. 
For example Lu once protested against advertisements containing misleading 
information about HBV carried by Big River Newspaper (大、河幸艮）based at Zhengzhou, 
Henan Province in March 2004. An advertisement for a medicine targeting HBV 
claimed that infected with HBV means endless treatments, giving up having children 
and extremely easy to infect the whole family. Lu protested on the affiliated BBS of this 
newspaper by refuting such claims one by one. The next day the advertisement was 
cancelled. A week later it reappeared but the misleading words have been deleted. 
Besides protesting directly to the mass media, the participants would solicit the 
government regulation by reporting advertisements that have violated relevant 
regulations and laws to supervisory bodies. As analyzed in the part of the relationship 
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with the state, although there are some regulations and laws regulating the advertising 
market the regulation is far from enough. Acting actively to seek the government's 
attention to specific advertisements is very important. An example to the point is the 
case of "Hemingway Liver Easing Capsulate", a product claiming to cure the HBV 
completely and had been advertising in many mass media for a long time. A user 
nicknamed "Voice of Justice" sent an email reporting the advertisement for this product 
as a fake advertisement to the SDA in June 2005. Three months later the SDA replied 
his email and informed him that the materials in the email had been confirmed to be true 
and this case had been handed over the local Hu Bei Drug Administration and the local 
Hu Bei Administration for Industry and Commerce for further action. "Voice of Justice" 
has been reporting on the processes of this case and the victory inspired many people. 
For the Forum, lacking of necessary resources, taking advantage of the state power to 
resist the domination from mass media is an effective strategy. 
In addition the Forum's constant demands over more regulation over the advertising 
market have worked. Since 2005 the government banned advertisements for several 
diseases in mass media, Hepatitis B included. And many advertisements for medicine 
have been suspended because of violating relevant laws and regulations. 
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6.3.3 Mass Media's Influence over the Forum 
Short-Cut to Channel the Groups' Demands 
As the mouthpiece of CCP，media are regarded as the most efficient way to channel the 
demands from the grassroots to the government officials and exerting much more 
pressure on the government officials than other means. 
For example after the July 15 report appeared in Southern Weekend, Office of Civil 
Servants Management of the Guangdong Provincial Bureau of Personnel received many 
phone calls from readers demanding that the government stop the discrimination against 
HBV carriers and change the Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants 
Recruitments of Guangdong Province, according to an official in charge of the Officer. 
"After fierce debates, we decided to revise a little of the standard for health check." the 
official added. The revised standard classified the 3 minor positive as qualified. This 
revised standard was implemented since the later half of 2002. But the major 3 positive 
was still treated as disqualified because "it is contagious". Probably Guangdong 
province was the only province by then which has revised its standard concerning 
HBV.20 
Moreover, according to later reports, towards the end of 2003, an Internal Reference 
named Suggestion on Eliminating Restrictions on Recruiting HBV carriers as Civil 
Servants (《建议取消限制乙肝病毒携带者成为公务员》）was sent to high class 
2° College student Zhou Yichao rejected for civil service and then conducted murder. Southern 
Weekend. Retrieved on July 1，2007 from 
http://www.help-online.com.cn/bbs/dispbbs.asp?boar(lID=15&ID=196&page=4. 
I l l 
officials of the State Council. And following this, a revision process of the General 
Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants Recruitment (Trial) started from January 
2004. This process finally resulted in a revised standard qualifying all HBV carriers with 
normal liver functions for the civil service. 
Internal Reference is a special system in China. For information that is deemed as 
inappropriate to appear on mass media but is valuable, the reporters would write them 
into Internal References which would be sent to specific government officials. They 
have much more effects on policy decision process than public news reports because the 
reports in Internal Reference are much more true, sensitive and in-depth than public 
reports^'. Therefore the mass media could not only report publicly about the HBV issue 
but also include this issue into Internal Reference, which is a more effective way of 
soliciting government's attention. 
Attract More Users 
By pushing up the HBV issue in the mass media's agenda, the Forum has attracted lots 
of users. The number of users of the Forum increased sharply since the end of 2003 after 
the First Cast against Discrimination against HBV carriers widely reported by the mass 
media. 
With the reports of the mass media about the Forum and its collective action, the Forum 
has gained much popularity among the society in large and has attracted more 
21 Revelation of Internal References. Phoenix Weekly. Retrieved on July 1，2007 from 
http://www.donews.eom/Content/200506/4743e3ca46534141 b265fdad91 d85bc0.shtm. 
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participants in particular. From previous discussed data about the hit on the Forum, the 
most dramatic rise in the traffic rank happened at the later half of 2004. This time 
coincided with the year when the mass media reported most about HBV as previous 
studies show (Xie & Liao, 2007). 
6.4 Summary 
In all three relationships with the state, the market and the mass media, the domination 
has been reduced to different extents. 
For the relationship with the state, the participatory level of HBV carriers as citizens has 
been enhanced though only to a limited extent. Before the establishment of the Forum, 
the citizen participation is on the therapy level, the second lowest of all. The citizens are 
told to be cured rather than heard, which is in effect non-participation. Then with the 
help of the Internet the Forum provides a stable arena for the group to meet together and 
a relative safe discursive place for them to discuss their problems. Thus the subaltern 
group becomes a subaltern public, and the Forum becomes a subaltern public sphere. 
With the Forum as the platform, collective action such as petition, lawsuits and lobbying 
the delegates to NPC and CPPCC has been coordinated. The petition and the reaction 
from the state to the petition, i.e. starting consulting the public about the General 
Standard for Health Checks for Civil Servants Recruitment (Trial), can be classified as 
on the consultation level in the middle of the ladder of citizen participation. This is 
because although the citizens' opinions may be indeed heard, there is no follow through 
and the citizens have no say in the process. The lawsuits against the government can also 
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be classified as on the placation level because the issue of discrimination is 
circumvented. Although the emergence of the subaltern public sphere is not able to bring 
the citizen participation of the subaltern group to the highest level, it has enhanced the 
participation from the lowest level to the middle level. And the state has changed some 
of its previous practices against the subaltern group. The Internet did empower the 
subaltern group. 
But facing the rather strong state, the extent of empowerment is very limited. The state 
still dominants the decision process while the citizens are limited to articulate their 
demands. With the close monitoring by the state over the Forum, the Forum has to adopt 
a very cooperative position and strict self-censorship, at least on the surface, in order to 
maintain its existence and its good relationship with the state. The Forum's relationship 
with the state is still domination, though in less extent. Moreover, the state's strict 
control over establishing civil associations of the citizens' own curbs the subaltern group 
in organizing themselves regularly in the real life and also hinders the further 
development of the Forum. 
For the relationship with the market, I have discussed the two markets the HBV carriers 
are involved in, one being labour market, the other being the medical products market. 
In addition there is one potential threat from the market to commercialize the Forum and 
turn it into a tool for profit-seeking. Before the HBV carriers were dominated in both 
markets, as consumers of medical products and as employees in the labour market. With 
the Forum, the individuals are no longer powerless anomies in front of the market 
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players and they can empower themselves in those relationships. To empower 
themselves as customers of medicines and treatments targeting HBV, the Forum collects 
information about the treatment information from the experiences of users. To empower 
themselves as job seekers an underground information network has been formed to 
provide information about compulsory health checks and facilitate cheating during 
health checks, boycotts of companies have been organized and lawsuits are being sued 
against some. And to empower themselves as users of the Forum the subaltern group 
resists the tendency to commercialize the Forum and cling to the principle of public 
interest. 
For the mass media, the relationship is also discussed in two aspects, one about reports, 
the other about advertisements carried by mass media. For the aspect of reports, the 
Forum and the mass media are mutually reliant. The Forum hopes to attract the mass 
media's attention and influence their agenda. Furthermore, they want to infiltrate their 
alternative opinions and information into the mass media so that they can articulate their 
concerns and demands to the general public and the high rank officials because of the 
mass media's special relationship with the government in China. At the same time the 
Forum provides newsworthy stories and materials. Both have benefited from this 
symbiosis and have been maintaining a rather good relationship. For the aspect of 
advertisements, the Forum is very critical of them and tries to resist them by either 
protesting directly to the media carrying them or solicit government regulation to tackle 
the violation of relevant regulations and laws. 
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7 Conclusion and Discussion 
7.1 Assessing Empowerment Capacity 
The Internet provides both opportunities and challenges to the empowerment of the 
subaltern group. The ultimate empowerment of the HBV carriers is no doubt elimination 
of discrimination against them. To attain this goal, two aspects of empowerment are 
needed. One is to make the subaltern group realize their subordinate social status and for 
this goal a subaltern public sphere with an alternative discourse is needed. The other is 
to organize this subaltern group for collective action in order to transform the previously 
dominant relationship the subaltern group is engaged in with the external players, i.e. the 
state, the market and the dominant public sphere. And for this goal collective action is 
required to resist the influence from the external players, not only on the subaltern group 
members but also on the Forum itself. 
7.1.1 Formation of a Subaltern Public Sphere 
As analyzed before, the existence of a subaltern public sphere per se provides the basis 
and the first step in discursive empowerment. And the answer to the question whether 
the Forum could qualify as a subaltern public sphere for HBV carriers in China is yes. 
This subaltern public sphere has some unique characteristics. Firstly the main topic 
within this subaltern public sphere is the HBV issue. HBV used to be a private problem 
which was excluded from mainstream public sphere because it was not a topic of 
common interest. But in this subaltern public sphere the participants gather together 
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exactly because of carrying HBV and thus it qualifies as the legitimate topic in this 
subaltern public sphere. Secondly, the information circulating in this subaltern public 
sphere is different from the information in other public spheres. Contrary to the popular 
conception held by Chinese people that the HBV could be transmitted through saliva and 
HBV carriers are all patients and have a high risk rate in developing into liver cancer, 
the information in this subaltern public sphere claims that it is only transmitted by blood 
and sexual behaviour and most carriers are healthy and would never develop to HBV 
patients in their life, not to mention liver cancer. Thirdly, the discourse of this subaltern 
public sphere has both the elements of self-narrative and rationality. This self-narrative 
is a very useful strategy to sustain an alternative discourse in the subaltern public sphere 
considering the main topic of it used to be a private issue. Last but not least, the Forum 
is accessible to all group members so long as they have access to the Internet and it has 
been maintaining a relatively high level of equality among its members. 
7.1.2 Discursive Empowerment 
To assess the discursive empowerment more specifically, we need to enter into the 
discourse of the Forum. Overall the discourse of this subaltern public sphere empowers 
its participants at the discursive level in two aspects. On one hand by providing 
alternative information about the transmission routes of HBV and the seriousness of 
HBV, the discourse argues that ordinary people's fear against the HBV carriers are 
groundless. On the other hand the rhetoric of innocence has been adopted by this 
discourse. This rhetoric has attributed the widespread of HBV and the formation of 
restrictions upon HBV carriers to the government, the market and the mass media and as 
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a result has exempted the HBV carriers from any possibilities of getting infected and 
being restricted. 
By arguing that the fear against HBV carriers is groundless and that HBV carriers are 
innocent victims in the process of disease dissemination, the discourse of the Forum has 
reconstructed the HBV issue. This reconstructed picture of HBV issue has redefined all 
the restrictions upon HBV carriers as discrimination and thus should be eradicated. 
Therefore the participants of the Forum, informed by such discourse, started to realize 
that the restrictions upon them should not be taken for granted and should be eliminated 
since they are discrimination. They start to realize the domination imposed upon them 
and gradually feel that their subordinate social positions are not fair. This realization not 
only makes the group regain their self-consciousness but also mobilizes collective action 
in order to change the status quo. 
7.1.3 Transformed Relationships with External Parties 
Besides the discursive empowerment, the participants of the Forum are also mobilized 
into collective action. Such collective action is aimed at transforming previously 
dominant relationship between the subaltern group as participants of the Forum and the 
state, the market and the mass media. 
First is the relationship with the state. Before the formation of this subaltern public 
sphere the members of the subaltern group is dominated by the state's discriminatory 
measures against them. As a result of a strict control from the state over the 
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establishment of civil associations，the members of this subaltern group have no way to 
organize. Thus as atomized individuals the participatory level of the members of this 
subaltern group is confined to the therapy level, the second lowest of all. But the Internet 
has changed the scenario. In cyberspace the Forum has emerged as a response to the 
state's control over civil associations in real life and functions as a virtual association. 
This virtual association has enhanced the participatory level of its participants from the 
lowest level to the middle level on the ladder of citizen participation. 
However, the state has extended its control to the cyberspace. By issuing laws and 
regulations on the Internet especially the BBS, and by setting up a net police force to 
monitor the Internet closely around the clock, the state's control over cyberspace is 
similar to its control over real world, though in less degree. Aware of the potential 
threats that may come from the state, the participants of the Forum has adopted a rather 
strict self-censorship. A screening system of sensitive words has been set up and posts 
against the government are forbidden. Moreover the subaltern public sphere adopts a 
very cooperative position as to the state's requirement, such as submitting IP address of 
users who have posted sensitive speech to net police officers. 
In sum the subaltern group's relationship with the state has been improved to enhance 
the subaltern group's participatory level in decision-making processes because of the 
existence of the subaltern public sphere. The subaltern group has been empowered as a 
result of the enhancement though in a limited degree. This limited empowerment is 
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mainly the result of the state's control over not only the subaltern group but also the 
subaltern public sphere. 
Another is the relationship with the market. With the Chinese economy transforming 
from planned economy to market economy, the individuals confined to the private 
sphere are dominated by market relations. Only by going beyond the limits of private 
sphere to forming a public sphere, no matter it is subaltern or not, can the individuals get 
empowered. 
The transformation of the subaltern group's relationship with the market can be 
understood from two aspects respectively. One is the relationship between the subaltern 
group as consumers of medical products and the manufacturers and hospitals as 
providers of medical products. Before the Forum's existence the subaltern group was 
dominated because of the imbalance of the information possessed by them and by the 
providers. Information offered by providers of medical products is often expensive while 
misleading. But with the emergence of the Forum an open network was formed within 
the subaltern public sphere providing free information about medicines and therapies. 
Thus the subaltern group has been empowered in this relationship. The other is the 
relationship between the subaltern group as employees and job seekers and the 
employers, including the enterprises, schools and the government recruiting civil 
servants. Before the subaltern group was in a disadvantageous position compared with 
the employers because the supply of labour force overtakes the demand. Thus the 
employers were picky and required compulsory HBV tests and tended to refuse those 
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with HBV, although they may not refuse them in this reason. With the help of the Forum 
an underground network has been formed, providing information tackling the 
compulsory HBV tests in health checks. This underground network is comprehensive 
and very valuable for HBV carriers. Moreover, boycotts have been initiated by the 
participants of the Forum against the products of the enterprises which refuse to take 
employers with HBV. 
Besides the two relationships, there is still one subtle relationship between the subaltern 
group as the participants of the Forum and their need to maintain it as a subaltern public 
sphere for public interests and the tendency to commercialize the Forum for the interests 
of a minority of members. This tendency is best resisted with the public interest policy 
maintained by the Forum. No commercial sponsorship is accepted. 
In sum the relationship with the market is the most confrontational among the three and 
the most successful. Organized together, the imbalance between the atomized 
individuals and the market force is reversed. The subaltern group has been significantly 
empowered as both customers of medical products and employees and job seekers in the 
labour market. And as participants of the Forum as a subaltern public sphere they have 
successfully resisted the encroachment from the market to commercialize this Forum 
and transform it into a tool for seeking profits. 
The last one is the subaltern group's relationship with the mass media. Absent from the 
reports as a group and misrepresented in the advertisements as seriously sick and highly 
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infectious, the subaltern group used to be powerless in front of media power. With the 
organization of the subaltern public sphere the subaltern actively seek to make positive 
presence in the mass media as a group. On one hand the subaltern group would resist the 
mass media's influence by interpreting differently from the mass media and protesting 
against the advertisements with misleading information about HBV. On the other hand 
the subaltern group has to rely on the mass media's positive representation as the mass 
media is the most efficient and safe way to channel their demands to the government 
officials and to attract more users to this Forum. At the same time the mass media finds 
the newsworthiness in this group and need the materials provided by this group to do 
reports. Therefore the relationship between the subaltern group and the mass media has 
been transformed into a mutually reliant one. 
All in all, from the transformation of the above three relationship we can see the 
subaltern group is mostly empowered in their relationship with the market. This 
probably happens because the market's efforts to colonize the Forum are relatively few 
and ineffective. Although the market has dominated the members of the subaltern group 
as atomized individuals successfully it has lost its dominant position in the face of the 
organized individuals through the subaltern public sphere. As a result the subaltern 
public sphere has maintained most independence from the market and has best resisted 
the market force. This makes directly oppositional relationship with the market possible 
and the empowerment of the participants most prominent. Similarly the empowerment in 
the relationship with the state is limited due to the state's strong control over not only 
the subaltern group but also the subaltern public sphere. In contemporary China the state 
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is so strong that the subaltern public sphere's ability to resist state's domination is 
limited. As a result the empowerment capacity by the subaltern public sphere as the way 
by which the subaltern group get empowered is also limited. And the relationship with 
the mass media has developed from dominant to mutually reliant as the subaltern public 
sphere is not necessarily antagonistic with the dominant public sphere. 
7.2 Internet and Empowerment 
The Internet plays a crucial role in the empowerment process. Without the Internet, the 
subaltern public sphere for HBV carriers would not have existed in the Chinese context 
considering the strict control from the state on both the establishment of civil 
associations and the discourse of mass media. But the comparatively lax control over the 
Internet provides a space for HBV carriers to come together and discuss their problems 
as a legitimate topic. An alternative discourse is thus generated, which reconstructs the 
HBV issue and has mobilized the users of the Forum into collective action by injecting 
the consciousness into the minds of users that the restrictions imposed upon them are 
unjustified. 
The Internet is also indispensable in the relationship between the Forum and its external 
parties. Most of the resistant activities are coordinated by the Internet. But the resistance 
possibility should be understood in the context of the general informationization of 
China, sweeping from government to enterprises to the mass media. Resistant activities 
involving using the Internet, such as sending protests in emails and initiating debates 
about the legitimacy of the restrictions upon HBV carriers, are the activity most easily 
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adopted by the participants. Most of the participants of the Forum are engaged in the 
resistant activities because of the convenience brought about by the Internet in protesting 
and articulating their opinion. Without this channel, the possibility for so many people to 
get engaged in resistant activities would be significantly lower. 
HBV has become a social issue and the HBV carriers have formed a subaltern group in 
China as a result of the transformations since the 1980s. This issue is only one symptom 
of the many problems that have emerged during this transformation. This one case 
nonetheless reflects some of the structural problems in China, such as the lack of proper 
and effective governance over the market and the lack of a robust civil society to hold 
both the state power and the market forces accountable. To empower this group, the 
Internet is only a tool, a technology. The ultimate effects still lie in the hands of its users 
and regulators. 
Thus it is time for us to move beyond this specific case and cast our eyes on the broader 
relationship between the Internet and civil society in China. With the post-Mao reform, 
individuals who were previously connected by Dan Wei and protected by the state 
power are now directly exposed to the market forces. And because of the state's 
disencouragement over the setting up of grassroots organizations, the lack of a buffer 
between the individuals and the market often lead to the polarization of the society, with 
some groups systematically excluded from the social wealth and forced to move down 
the social ladder. The introduction of Internet into Chinese society has changed and is 
still changing this situation to some extent. Providing a novel way of organizing together 
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according to common interests, the Internet has been the flowerbed for virtual groups to 
take shape. Before the Internet atomized individuals have limited opportunity of 
organizing themselves and could easily fall victims to the market players, but now they 
could wield their collective efforts against market players. (Guo, 2007) 
Despite all the empowerment in the cyberspace, we must be careful to avoid the 
optimism towards technology. There are still many limitations to empowerment in the 
Chinese cyberspace. From this case study we can see three most salient problems. 
First of all, the Forum cannot legitimately represent all the HBV carriers. On one hand 
the digital divide has excluded the HBV carriers in lower socioeconomic status and do 
not go online regularly. Moreover the users of the Forum is seriously biased towards 
young people with college education, which is natural because they are the group who 
face most pressure in finding a job thus possess the strongest motive to demand equal 
treatments and they are the group making up the largest part of netizens in China. 
Secondly, with the development of the Forum, it is now more and more facing the 
dilemma of efficiency and equality. In order to increase efficiency for better 
organization, hierarchical structure is needed. But at the same time this trend poses a 
threat of becoming more and more bureaucratic. The lack of transparency in decision 
making process would lead to disputes and distrust from ordinary users, which hinders 
the morale of the whole Forum and fulfils Spivak's worry that if the subaltern groups do 
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organize and represent themselves, they are assimilated into the "long road to 
hegemony" (Spivak, 1999:310). 
Thirdly, with the state's control, the Forum cannot legitimately register as a non-
governmental organization in real world, which seriously hinders the further 
development of the Forum. For example, the Forum is not a legitimate receiver of 
donations, while donation is the main source of the money needed for its function and 
the resistant activities organized by it. Therefore the Forum has to either choose one of 
its member as personal receiver of donated money or as attempted before has to 
cooperate with the semi-official Chinese Foundation of Hepatitis Prevention and Control 
(CFHPC) and receive money in CFHPC's name. But both methods are problematic 
according to the BMs interviewed. Personal receivers are difficult to get the trust from 
the members and are not efficient enough. And for CFHPC, since it is an organization 
with official background, cooperation with it means the Forum's activities have to be 
influenced by it. As Blackman told me, "the CFHPC do not want us to start lawsuits 
against the government and it won't receive donations for us for this purpose. This is the 
reason why our cooperation stopped after a short time." (May, 2007) Another attempt 
made to gain a legal standing is the proposal to set up a commercial organization in the 
name of the Forum. But this proposal led to doubts about the public interest principle of 
the Forum and was finally sacked. 
Actually this problem of lack of legal standing in the real world is the result of an 
underdeveloped Chinese civil society. Though the Forum mainly exists in the 
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cyberspace, the offline reality still imposes a great restriction on its development. The 
Forum, as a subaltern public sphere, is growing alongside the civil society in China. 
Without a developed vigorous civil society the state power is too strong to check. Even 
though in the cyberspace new possibilities are opened up for the development of civil 
society, the online and offline world are interacting closely and only existence in online 
is not enough for the sustainable development of civil society. But still we have to 
acknowledge that civil society is growing as the result of cyberspace in that many 
subaltern public spheres and virtual associations are made possible in cyberspace (Yang, 
2003). 
To summarize, the empowerment capacity of new technology can never be exaggerated. 
Although some changes are made possible, some continuity could also be detected, no 
matter in the digital divide that reflects the socioeconomic status in the real world or in 
the compromises made with the state that reflect the continuing state power. 
7.3 Limitations of the study 
This thesis is devoted to exploring the empowerment capacity of Internet for subaltern 
group. Subaltern public sphere is the core concept for analyzing and the HBV carriers 
group is the subaltern group I have chosen for study. 
HBV carriers group is only one of many different subaltern groups in China. They are 
subaltern because they are similarly dominated in their relationship with the state, the 
market and the mass media, as the result of their common pathological conditions. The 
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users of the Forum are of comparatively better socioeconomic conditions and their 
demand is to change an aspect of the status quo while maintain the overall stability of 
the society. Therefore this group's collective action is not that radical as the groups such 
as Falun Gong participants and June activists. Their collective action is at low 
intensity, which corresponds to the resistant activities in cyberspace. Besides the 
computer literacy of this group is much higher than the average Chinese and their use of 
the Internet to their own rights is much better, which is much more difficult for migrant 
workers and peasants in China. Therefore this subaltern group is concerned with a single 
issue and tend to adopt low intensity collective action to achieve their goals. And some 
conclusions may not be suitable for generalization to all of the subaltern groups. 
However, the proliferation of single issue concerned groups is a very important 
phenomenon in contemporary China and this study could provide some insights to such 
phenomenon. 
Also, as this study is one of the first studies on HBV carriers group in Chinese 
cyberspace, I am only able to outline and review the Forum as a single entity. But this 
should by no means obscure the internal differences and conflicts among the Forum's 
participants. Both the debates on commercialization and the breaking-up of the Forum 
last year manifest the contradiction of ideas and goals held by different participants 
towards the development of the Forum. Thus in addition to studies on discursive and 
collective practices taken by the Forum as a whole, further research is desired on 
participants' different socioeconomic statuses and their individual discursive and action 
practices. 
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Still some other limitations exist because of the limitation of data available. The first one 
is the analysis of the mobilization process. The mobilization process includes three 
stages, the production stage about how the Forum's participants produce texts 
deliberately, the text stage about the posts in the Forum, and the receiver' stage about the 
Forum's participants react to those texts. My discussion concentrates on the analysis of 
the texts and does not touch on both the production and the reception processes. This is 
mainly because I am mainly concerned with the discursive empowerment part with the 
discourse of the Forum. Nonetheless the lack of production and reception analysis has 
weakened the persuasive power of this part. The second one is the lack of assessment as 
to the change in perceptions of HBV by non-HBV carriers in Chinese society. Although 
this could be one potent example of the empowerment, but because of limitation of 
budget and time I did not conduct a survey to gather this data. The third one is the lack 
of data from the government officials as to their change of attitudes towards HBV. As 
the working policy and ideology could be different from those written in paper publicly, 
interviews with insiders from the government would be valuable to know more about 
how the government react to different efforts made by the Forum's participants in their 
rights demanding activities. All those three problems need further data and point at 
directions for further inquiries. 
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